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Preface

When I started work on this book, we lived in a very different world. 
I signed a contract to write this book in 2017, and I spent about a year 
researching this topic while finishing work on two related books. I then 
spent 2018 writing a first draft and 2019 writing a second draft. Finally, 
in late 2019 and early 2020, three things happened at roughly the same 
time: I started working on the third draft of this book, and the Australia 
bushfires and COVID-​19 started dominating international headlines. 
So, while the book draws from years of work, I wrote the current draft 
over the past year, when many of us were working from home and the 
world was finally starting to reckon with the complex relationships 
among human, nonhuman, and environmental health. As you will see, 
the final draft is clearly a product of this context.

I live in New York City, and COVID-​19 hit our city hard and fast. 
During the first three months of the pandemic, our city had approx-
imately 203,000 confirmed cases, with a 9.2% overall death rate and 
a 32.1% death rate among hospitalized patients.1 My partner Maryse 
and I were paying close attention to these statistics because Maryse 
has health conditions that make them particularly vulnerable to the 
virus. By late February, we were working from home. By early March, 
we were stocking up on food, soap, and toilet paper. By mid-​March, we 
were bartering spare Lysol wipes for spare N-​95 masks. By late March, 
we were researching which cities had the most hospital beds per capita 
so that we could estimate where Maryse would be least likely to be 
denied care. It was a surreal experience.

More generally, as COVID-​19 spread all over the world, we were 
all confronted with the profound injustices in our current social, po-
litical, and economic systems. As scared as Maryse and I were, for 
ourselves and our other loved ones, we also knew that we were rela-
tively safe. We both had jobs that we could do from home, and we also 
had all the other advantages that come with our relatively privileged 
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socioeconomic statuses. Many other people in our city, particularly 
low-​income people, were much less lucky. They faced increased risk 
not only of the direct effects of COVID-​19 but also of indirect effects 
such as income and housing insecurity. As with many crises, the pan-
demic was a shock to the system that both introduced new threats and 
amplified existing threats and disparities.

Then, in May 2020, the killing of George Floyd, a 46-​year-​old Black 
man, by Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin sparked outrage 
and led to protests all over the world.2 Along with the pandemic and 
election, the Movement for Black Lives created an energy in New York 
City that is hard to put into words. The city was filled with the sounds of 
marches, sirens, and, for much of the summer, seemingly professional-​
grade fireworks. The effect of all this activity was a sense of hope that 
we might actually be able to bring about positive change, combined 
with a sense of anxiety that was partly targeted—​on COVID-​19, anti-​
Black racism, state violence and neglect, and more—​and partly gener-
alized. It was a difficult time, especially for people who were subject to 
all of these threats at once.

Writing a book on animals, pandemics, and climate change during 
a period of such profound disruption was a complicated experience. 
On one hand, the book gave me an outlet for everything I was thinking 
and feeling about the state of the world, and it also gave me an op-
portunity to situate these thoughts and feelings within a moral and 
political framework that attempted to make sense of them all in an in-
tegrated way. On the other hand, the book also made it hard for me to 
escape these topics; I was thinking about pandemics, climate change, 
and human and nonhuman suffering and death when I was reading, 
writing, speaking, teaching, and, eventually, sleeping. Then again, 
for someone who was lucky enough to survive the year relatively un-
scathed, that might have been appropriate.

Writing about this topic during this period was complicated for an-
other reason as well, which is that this year provided us with so many 
sources of both optimism and pessimism about our prospects for 
change. On one hand, this year underscored the tractability of these 
problems. More than ever before, people were discussing why animals 
matter for pandemics and climate change and why pandemics and cli-
mate change matter for animals. People were also working to address 
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these issues in a wide range of ways. In 2020, China banned the trade 
and consumption of wildlife, Singapore approved the trade and con-
sumption of cultivated meat, and people raised hundreds of millions 
of dollars for wildlife protection in response to the Australia bushfires.3 
This all happened faster than I expected, and it gave me hope.

On the other hand, this year also underscored the limits of our 
knowledge, power, and political will. Even during a global crisis 
that made these problems so salient, we discussed them much less 
than we should have, and we also did much less about them than we 
should have. There appear to be many reasons why. Addressing these 
problems is hard to do well when we lack the necessary social, polit-
ical, and economic infrastructure. Also, when so many humans are un-
able to meet their own basic needs or unwilling to make even minor 
sacrifices to protect themselves, their families, and their fellow citizens 
from a deadly virus, can humans really be expected to make more sub-
stantial sacrifices to protect distant strangers, including members of 
other species, nations, and generations, as well?

My experience of these tensions this year both shaped, and were 
shaped by, the ideas that I developed in this book. This book argues 
that our treatment of animals is harming us all, that we have a respon-
sibility to reduce and repair these harms, and that we have a responsi-
bility to work within our limitations as we do. It also argues that doing 
this work well requires thinking pluralistically, by considering wel-
fare, rights, virtues, and relationships, as well as thinking holistically, 
structurally, and comprehensively, by considering many problems at 
once, considering the root causes of these problems, and considering 
both the direct and indirect effects of these problems. While much 
more is needed as well, I hope that this discussion can be useful for our 
thinking about where to go from here, and how to get there.





Acknowledgments

This book draws from my work on many projects, including, but not 
limited to, Chimpanzee Rights; Food, Animals, and the Environment; 
“Activism”; “All We Owe to Animals”; “Animals and Climate Change”; 
“Consequentialism and Nonhuman Animals”; “Effective Animal 
Advocacy”; “The Ethics and Politics of Meat Taxes and Bans”; “The 
Ethics and Politics of Plant-​Based and Cultured Meat”; “Kantianism 
for Humans, Utilitarianism for Nonhumans? Yes and No”; “Moral 
Circle Explosion”; “The Moral Problem of Other Minds”; “Multi-​Issue 
Food Activism”; “One Health, COVID-​19, and a Right to Health for 
Human and Nonhuman Animals”; and “Wild Animal Ethics.”1 Thanks 
to my co-​authors, editors, and referees on these projects for substan-
tially improving my thinking about these issues.

I have many other people to thank as well—​many more than I can 
include here. Most importantly, thanks to Dale Jamieson for your 
advice and mentorship on this project and in general, as well as for 
modeling what rigorous scholarly work on animal and environmental 
ethics looks like at its best. Thanks to Peter Singer for teaching me the 
importance of using evidence and reason to do the most good possible, 
and thanks to Lori Gruen for teaching me the importance of doing this 
work contextually, holistically, and structurally. I have also learned 
more than I can express from many of my colleagues at NYU; in phi-
losophy, animal studies, and environmental studies; and in the human 
rights, animal rights, and environmental protection movements. 
While this might be a single-​author book, it is the product of many 
influences.

Thanks to everyone at Oxford University Press (OUP) for your sup-
port on this project over the past few years, including, but not limited 
to, Peter Ohlin for your work as editor, Leslie Anglin for your work 
as copy editor, Paloma Escovedo for your work as editorial assistant, 
Leslie Johnson for your work as production editor, Rachel Perkins 

 

 



xvi  Acknowledgments

for your work as cover designer, and Haripriya Ravichandran and 
Jubilee James for your work as project managers. Thanks also to Walter 
Sinnott-​Armstrong for inviting me to submit a proposal on this topic 
to OUP in the first place. This team fully supported my vision for this 
project, providing me with the freedom to write the book on my own 
terms and then improving the book substantially with thoughtful 
comments and suggestions. In all cases, I really appreciate it.

Thanks to everyone who organized events at which I was able to pre-
sent draft material, including the 2018 Minding Animals Conference 
in Mexico City; the 2019 Effective Altruism Global conference in 
London; the 2020 Animal Law Conference at Lewis & Clark Law 
School; the 2020 Animals, Climate Change, and Global Health web-
inar series; the Center for Law, Economics, and Public Policy at Duke 
University; the Department of Philosophy at Indiana University; 
the Department of Philosophy at Texas Christian University; the 
Department of Philosophy at the University of Vermont; the Global 
Priorities Institute at Oxford University; the Human–​Animal Studies 
Program at the University of Redlands; the Institute for Future Studies 
in Stockholm; and the Legal Priorities Project at Harvard University.

Thanks to the NYU Center for Environmental and Animal 
Protection for supporting this project with a grant in 2019. Thanks also 
to all my students for helping me think about these issues. In particular, 
thanks to the students in my 2018 Effective Animal Advocacy class, my 
2019 Animals and Climate Change class, my 2020 Animals and Public 
Health class, my annual classes on Animal Ethics and Animal Minds, 
and my annual reading groups on animal welfare with Becca Franks 
and animal law with Katrina Wyman. Thanks especially to my research 
assistants, Julieta Cardenas and Claire Coleman, for all your excel-
lent work, ranging from fact-​checking and formatting to substantive 
comments and suggestions. Your commitment to this project made it 
much better, and I really appreciate it.

Thanks to Matthew Adler, Chris Armstrong, Rachel Atcheson, 
Hope Ferdowsian, Zach Freitas-​Groff, Michelle Graham, Oscar Horta, 
Tyler John, Jonas Müller, Jason Schukraft, Daphne Simeon, Dean 
Spears, and Gernot Wagner for providing me with helpful feedback 
on parts of the penultimate draft. Special thanks to Charlotte Blattner, 
Alasdair Cochrane, Nicolas Delon, Bob Fischer, Kyle Johannsen, Mia 



Acknowledgments  xvii

MacDonald, Josh Milburn, Martin Rowe, Sparsha Saha, nico stubler, 
and three anonymous referees (one of whom later revealed himself to 
be Tyler Doggett) for providing me with helpful feedback on the full 
penultimate draft. The final draft of this book is much better than the 
draft that you all read, thanks in very large part to the time, energy, and 
care that you all put into your comments and suggestions.

Thanks to Jo-​Anne McArthur for taking the cover photo and 
allowing me to use it for the book. This photo, titled “Hope in a Burned 
Plantation,” depicts an Eastern Grey kangaroo and her joey in the af-
termath of a fire in Mallacoota, Victoria. The 2019–​2020 Australian 
bushfires impacted countless nonhuman animals, killing at least 3 bil-
lion and harming many more. Although these two animals survived 
the initial fires, they might or might not have survived the many other 
threats that the fires introduced or amplified, including the threat of 
hunger, thirst, illness, and injury. This photo, like many others in an-
imal photojournalism, is a much-​needed reminder that human and 
nonhuman fates are linked in the Anthropocene. Our research, advo-
cacy, and policy should reflect that reality much more than they do.2

On a personal note, thanks to Sheryl Sebo, Eric Sebo, and Marc 
Sebo for all our calls over the past year, and for promising to be the 
first three people to preorder a copy of the book. Thanks to Maria 
Lechner for all our calls over the past year as well, and for asking about 
the book, expressing support for the book, and discussing ideas that 
matter for the book in so many of them. Thanks to Maryse Mitchell-​
Brody for contributing to this project in many ways, from supporting 
me emotionally to challenging me intellectually and sharpening my 
arguments. Finally, thanks to Smoky Sebellody for contributing to this 
project in many ways as well, from serving as a laptop stand/​weighted 
blanket to reminding me of the importance of meals, walks, play, and 
sleep. I could not have written this book without you.





Saving Animals, Saving Ourselves. Jeff Sebo, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press 2022. 
DOI: 10.1093/​oso/​9780190861018.003.0001

1
Introduction

Saving animals, saving ourselves

1.1.  The drowning fawn

Suppose that you build a pool in your backyard, and you cover it up 
with a tarp. The next morning, you look outside and see, to your horror, 
that a fawn has fallen through the tarp and is drowning in the pool. (A 
family of deer lives in the woods behind your house, and they regularly 
walk into your yard through a gap in your fence.) You quickly con-
sider your options. On one hand, if you save the fawn, then the fawn 
will survive and their family will suffer less. But you might ruin your 
new outfit, and you might also be late for work. (We can assume that 
you know how to rescue the fawn and would not be in any personal 
danger.) On the other hand, if you do nothing, then the fawn will die 
and their family will suffer more. But you will preserve your new outfit 
and be on time for work. The question is: Should you save the fawn?1

Many people would say that the answer to this question is yes, 
though different people would say that for different reasons. Some 
people would say that you should save the fawn simply because the 
fawn is suffering and dying, and you can save them without sacrificing 
anything significant. Granted, saving the fawn would involve some 
sacrifice. You might have to spend money replacing your outfit, and 
you might also have to spend time, energy, and social capital resched-
uling your meeting. But we can suppose that none of these costs would 
be life-​altering for you, and that they pale in comparison with the cost 
of dying or losing a family member. So, on this view, you should save 
the fawn simply because, if you can prevent unnecessary harm without 
sacrificing anything significant, then you should.

In contrast, other people would say that you should save the fawn 
not only because the fawn is suffering and dying and you can save them 
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without sacrificing anything significant, but also because you are com-
plicit in what happened to them. You knew that these deer regularly 
walk through your yard, and you should have considered that when 
you were building the pool, for instance by repairing your fence to keep 
the deer out. Since you neglected to do that, you now have a responsi-
bility to attempt to mitigate the harm that you caused. So, on this view, 
you should save the fawn not because you should prevent unnecessary 
harm when you can, but rather because you should avoid causing un-
necessary harm when you can, and, when you do cause unnecessary 
harm, you should attempt to reduce or repair that harm.

People tend to think that the first view is more demanding than the 
second, because it implies that we should attempt to prevent unneces-
sary harm whenever we reasonably can, whether or not we participated 
in causing that harm. For example, suppose that, instead of seeing a 
fawn drowning in a pool in your yard, you see a fawn drowning in a 
pond in the woods. Should you save the fawn? According to the first 
view, we might think that the answer is yes. As in the first case, this 
fawn is suffering and dying, and you can save them without sacri-
ficing anything significant. In contrast, according to the second view, 
we might think that the answer is no. Unlike in the first case, you are 
not complicit in this incident. So while you might or might not be per-
mitted to save this fawn, you are not required to do so.

But I think that matters are more complex than that in real life. We 
now live in the Anthropocene, a geological epoch in which human ac-
tivity is a dominant force on the planet. Every year, humans harm and 
kill trillions of nonhumans directly, through activities such as factory 
farming, deforestation, and the wildlife trade. We also harm and kill 
trillions of nonhumans indirectly, through the impacts of our devel-
opment, consumption, and pollution. More generally, our treatment of 
other animals is contributing to pandemics, climate change, and other 
global threats, and these threats are, in turn, contributing to suffering 
and death for humans and nonhumans alike. Much of this harm is 
foreseeable and avoidable. But we look the other way, and we allow the 
harm to increase with each passing year.

The Anthropocene complicates the distinction between natural 
harm and human-​caused harm, and, as a result, it also complicates 
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the distinction between the duty to prevent harm and the duty to 
merely avoid causing harm. In effect, humans are turning the en-
tire world into our backyard, building a pool, and ignoring the gap 
in our fence, and trillions of animals are drowning as a result. In 
this kind of situation, we morally ought to help animals all over the 
world where possible according to both of these views. After all, 
nonhumans are suffering and dying all over the world, humans are 
increasingly complicit in this harm, and humans increasingly have 
the power to address this harm without sacrificing anything signifi-
cant. So, we increasingly have a responsibility to address this harm, 
where possible.

When presented with this kind of argument, we have three ge-
neral options. First, we can reject the ethical premise, by denying 
that we have a moral responsibility to either prevent unnecessary 
harm in the world or, at least, reduce and repair the unnecessary 
harm that we cause where possible. Second, we can reject the em-
pirical premise, by denying either that human activity is causing 
an increasingly high amount of unnecessary nonhuman suffering 
and death or that we have the power to prevent, reduce, or repair 
increasingly much of this suffering and death. Third, we can ac-
cept the conclusion that follows from these premises, by accepting 
that we do, in fact, have a moral responsibility to prevent, reduce, 
or repair an increasingly high amount of nonhuman suffering and 
death, where possible.

My goal in this book is to explain, in general terms, why I think that 
accepting the conclusion is the best of these three options, and to ex-
amine, in general terms, what accepting the conclusion might require 
in practice. I will argue that taking responsibility for an increasingly 
high amount of nonhuman suffering and death is necessary and pos-
sible—​but also difficult. It will require radical social, political, and ec-
onomic change, and it will also require us to confront the limits of our 
knowledge, power, and political will. As we all know, reducing and 
repairing the harm that we cause is already hard when all we consider 
are impacts within our own species, nation, and generation. It will be 
much harder when we consider impacts in other species, nations, and 
generations as well—​as recent events make all too clear.
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1.2.  The year of global crisis

In late 2019, a novel coronavirus reportedly originated in China and 
spread globally. Some countries responded better than others, through 
aggressive testing, contact tracing, and physical distancing. But even 
for many of the countries that responded well, the pandemic was 
deadly and disruptive. For many of the countries that responded badly, 
the pandemic overwhelmed hospitals, killed hundreds of thousands, 
and brought a wide range of important social and economic activities 
to a halt. At the time of writing, about 115 million humans have been 
infected, about 2.5 million humans have died, and the spread is on-
going.2 This pandemic reveals how interconnected and vulnerable we 
are. As long as the threat exists anywhere, it exists everywhere. We still 
have no idea what the world will look like on the other end.

While much is still uncertain, many people believe that COVID-​
19 originated in bats, then spread to other animals at a wildlife farm 
in Southern China, then spread to humans in a market in Wuhan.3 
Whether or not we accept this story, we know that our treatment of 
animals increases the risk of pandemics in multiple ways. When we de-
stroy wild animal habitats, we increase the risk that zoonotic diseases 
will spread. When we sell animals in live markets, we do the same. And 
when we use antimicrobials in factory farms, we create ideal breeding 
grounds for antimicrobial-​resistant pathogens. The 2019 COVID-​19 
pandemic, the 2009 H1N1 pandemic, the 2003 SARS epidemic, and 
other such outbreaks all might have resulted from practices that in-
volve harming and killing animals in these ways.4

The COVID-​19 pandemic is also increasing harm to nonhuman an-
imals in other ways. Not only can COVID-​19 infect many nonhumans, 
but it can also harm and kill many nonhumans indirectly, via changes 
in human activity. For example, during a pandemic, many humans 
abandon, “euthanize,” or “exterminate” nonhumans, either because 
we see them as “pests” or because we lack the ability to care for them. 
Many humans also harm and kill nonhumans for food, medicine, or 
income, often unnecessarily. More generally, we also have to ask: How 
might this kind of crisis affect future animals? For instance, when phys-
ical distancing alters interactions between humans and wild animals, 
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which species will expand and contract as a result, and what will that 
mean for individual animals?

In addition, as COVID-​19 was starting to spread, Australia was 
sustaining devastating bushfires.5 The bushfires burnt about 72,000 
square miles, destroyed thousands of buildings, killed at least 28 
humans, and injured many more. The indirect impacts were significant 
as well. Australia lost billions of dollars due to decreased revenue and 
increased expenditures. Many humans suffered the health effects of 
poor air quality and social and economic disruption. And the bushfires 
released hundreds of millions of tons of carbon dioxide into the atmos-
phere, increasing Australian emissions by more than 50% from 2018 
to 2019. And since Australia depends on forests to capture carbon di-
oxide and now has less forested land than it did before, we can expect 
emissions to be higher in the coming years as well.6

In the aftermath of the Australian bushfires, scientists concluded 
that climate change likely played a role. The conditions that caused the 
bushfires to spread, such as record heat and dryness, are at least 30% 
more likely in a world with climate change.7 Of course, this does not 
mean that climate change definitely played a role. Given the nature of 
climate change, we can never know for sure. But it does mean that cli-
mate change might have played a role. More importantly, it shows us 
what we can expect in the future. We know that climate change will 
increase the frequency and intensity of extreme weather events such as 
bushfires. So, when we see more and worse such events in the future, 
we can know that climate change played a role in this pattern, whether 
or not we can detect that role in any particular case.

The Australian bushfires also increased harm to nonhuman an-
imals, killing at least three billion animals directly. Animals such as 
koalas were especially at risk, since their normal response to threats—​
climbing to the tops of trees—​left them vulnerable during the fires. As 
a result, an estimated 25,000 koalas died.8 This kind of crisis can also 
harm animals indirectly, by forcing them to migrate in search of food, 
water, or shelter, and subjecting them to increased risk hunger, thirst, 
illness, injury, or violence from either humans or other nonhumans. 
As before, we also have to ask: How might this kind of crisis affect fu-
ture animals? For instance, when a region loses many acres of forested 
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land, which species will expand and contract as a result, and, once 
again, what will that mean for individual animals?

COVID-​19 and the Australia bushfires are only two of the many 
health and environmental threats that the world is currently facing. We 
are facing many others as well, ranging from excessive natural resource 
consumption to excessive land, water, and air pollution. More gener-
ally, health and environmental threats are only two of the many kinds 
of threat the world is currently facing. Other threats include asteroids 
and comets, artificial intelligence, and biological, chemical, and nu-
clear war. The world is also, and relatedly, reckoning with long histories 
and legacies of racism, sexism, classism, ageism, ableism, speciesism, 
and other oppressions. Together with an increase in polarization and 
authoritarianism, these challenges make it hard for us to work together 
to solve even simple problems.

Even in the best of times, it might seem like a luxury to attempt 
to expand our moral and political circle, by considering our impacts 
on a wider range of individuals than we currently do. And these are 
very much not the best of times. Yet we need to attempt to expand our 
moral and political circle anyway. We are increasingly harming and 
neglecting individuals not only within our own species, nation, and 
generation but also across these categories. Moreover, these impacts 
are all linked, not only with each other but also with our basic social, 
political, economic, and ecological structures. We need to work to un-
derstand these impacts and the relationships among them. Otherwise 
we will address neither the root causes of our problems nor the needs 
of many of the most vulnerable victims, including other animals.

1.3.  A perfect moral superstorm

I will argue in this book that animals matter for pandemics, climate 
change, and other human-​caused global threats. In particular, human 
use of nonhumans is contributing to these threats, and these threats, 
in turn, are contributing to nonhuman suffering and death. As a re-
sult, I will argue, we have a moral responsibility to include animals in 
health and environmental advocacy and policy, by reducing our use of 
animals as part of our mitigation efforts and increasing our support for 
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animals as part of our adaptation efforts. I will also consider how this 
issue interacts with a wide range of practical issues such as education, 
employment, social services, and infrastructure, as well as with a wide 
range of theoretical issues such as well-​being, moral status, creation 
ethics, and population ethics.

My argument in this book will adapt and extend recent discussions 
of One Health and the Green New Deal. These frameworks affirm that 
human, nonhuman, and environmental health are linked, and that we 
need to address human, nonhuman, and environmental needs in an 
integrated manner. They also affirm that our health and environmental 
needs are connected with a broader set of social, political, and eco-
nomic needs, such as the need for reliable access to food, water, shelter, 
and other basic goods. Thus, they affirm, mitigating and adapting 
to the effects of pandemics and climate change requires more than 
increasing resilience against the direct effects of these threats. It also 
requires increasing resilience against the indirect effects, for instance 
by expanding access to food, water, shelter, and other basic goods.

I will argue that this reasoning extends to other animals. We are cur-
rently, through our use of animals, creating and amplifying threats for 
humans and nonhumans all over the world. Not only are we killing 
many animals per year directly, through factory farming, deforesta-
tion, the wildlife trade, and more. And not only are we killing many 
animals per year indirectly, through outbreaks, fires, floods, and more. 
We are also killing many animals indirectly by depriving them of food, 
water, shelter, and other basic goods. Thus, I will argue, we not only 
have a duty to use animals less as part of our mitigation efforts and sup-
port them more as part of our adaptation efforts. We also have a duty to 
do this work comprehensively, for example by providing animals with 
food, water, shelter, and other basic goods, to the degree that we can.

This conclusion might seem radical, since it implies that our duties 
to animals are much more extensive than we might have thought. But 
the premises from which this conclusion follows are plausible and 
widely accepted. Increasingly, animal suffering is massive, neglected, 
and tractable.9 And increasingly, we participate in the activities that 
cause this suffering, benefit from the activities that cause this suffering, 
and have the power to reduce this suffering. Thus, I will argue, we mor-
ally ought to reduce this suffering to the degree that we can.10 Many 
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people already accept that we should work to address the needs of dis-
tant strangers, such as members of other nations and generations, for 
these reasons. I will argue that we should work to address the needs of 
other animals for these reasons as well.

Unfortunately, this work will not be easy, in part because pandemics, 
climate change, and other human-​caused global threats are, to adapt a 
term by Stephen Gardiner, perfect moral superstorms.11 That is, they 
are interspecies, international, and intergenerational collective action 
problems, where we all have an incentive to be part of the problem 
rather than part of the solution, and where the individuals most respon-
sible for the problem (humans in the global 0.0000000001%) are dif-
ferent from the individuals most impacted (humans and nonhumans 
in the global 99.9999999999%).12 Addressing these threats ethically 
and effectively requires transforming not only our external social, po-
litical, economic, and ecological systems but also our internal beliefs, 
values, intentions, and expectations.

Given these realities, many people will object to the idea of including 
animals in health and environmental advocacy and policy. Some will 
claim that including animals is futile, since we could never achieve or 
sustain these changes, and since, even if we could, these changes would 
likely do as much harm as good in the long run. Others will claim that 
including animals is too demanding, since it requires humans to make 
substantial sacrifices. I will argue that these concerns are reasonable 
but not persuasive. Including animals in health and environmental 
advocacy and policy is not as futile or demanding as we might have 
thought. And insofar as it might be, we might have a moral responsi-
bility to do it anyway, as an expression of respect and compassion for 
nonhuman animals.

Still, deciding that we should include animals in health and envi-
ronmental advocacy and policy is the easy part. Deciding how to do 
so ethically and effectively is harder, due to the nature of the problem 
and the limits on our knowledge, power, and political will. How will 
global changes such as pandemics, climate change, and our responses 
impact humans and nonhumans? And what can, and should, we do in 
light of these expected impacts? Our current inability to answer these 
questions and act on our answers places us in a bind. On one hand, we 
need to take bold action to address the harms that human activity is 
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causing. On the other hand, when we attempt to take bold action in the 
context of so much risk and uncertainty, we risk causing new harms. 
Balancing these risks will be hard to do well.

The good news is pandemics, climate change, and other human-​
caused global threats are not only threats but also opportunities. In 
showing us the limits of our current systems, they also show us the 
need for new systems—​new ways of living with each other within 
and across species, nations, and generations. We increasingly appre-
ciate that we need to fundamentally transform our societies in order 
to mitigate and adapt to the effects of our past activity and prepare for 
the effects of our future activity. As we do, we can make sure that we 
do right by everyone involved, including other animals. Of course, we 
might not be able to eliminate suffering and death in the world. But we 
can still reduce suffering and delay death for many vulnerable individ-
uals. To the degree that we can, we should.

1.4.  What this book will do

The first half of this book will make the basic case for including animals 
in health and environmental advocacy and policy. We are currently 
harming many human and nonhuman animals unnecessarily, and we 
have a duty to reduce and repair these harms. And while reducing and 
repairing these harms will be hard, there are many steps that we can 
take to address these issues that will benefit humans and nonhumans 
alike (or, at least, that will benefit nonhumans without harming 
humans). For example, we can reduce support for factory farming, 
deforestation, and the wildlife trade. We can increase support for hu-
mane, healthful, and sustainable alternatives to these practices. And 
we can include animals in impact assessments and policy decisions 
about a wide range of important matters.

The second half of this book will then examine some of the harder 
empirical, moral, and political questions that we need to answer to 
make our duties to other animals more concrete. For example, in-
cluding animals in impact assessments and policy decisions is hard 
because animals currently lack political standing and representation. 
How can we include animals in politics and navigate the conflicts that 
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might follow? Moreover, including animals in impact assessments and 
policy decisions is hard because it requires making decisions about 
which animals count, how much they count, and in what ways they 
count. How can we make these decisions responsibly, given the limits 
of our human perspective? As we will see, we must take these limits se-
riously, without treating them as an excuse for inaction.

As might already be clear, several general themes will emerge over 
the course of this book. First, the Anthropocene requires multidiscipli-
nary thinking. We need to draw from the humanities, social sciences, 
and natural sciences in an integrated manner in order to know how 
to mitigate and adapt to the harmful effects of human activity. For ex-
ample, we need to draw from the sciences because we need to know 
how our policies will impact everyone in order to know which poli-
cies to select. But we also need to draw from the humanities because 
we need to make assumptions about which impacts matter, how much 
they matter, and in what ways they matter in order to know which pol-
icies to select. As we will see, many questions that might seem fully 
empirical are in fact partly ethical too, and vice versa.

Second, the Anthropocene requires pluralistic moral thinking. We 
have a responsibility to help animals as much as reasonably possible 
while harming them only when necessary for self-​defense, other-​de-
fense, or other such purposes. Insofar as we think that morality is 
about impacts, we should accept this framework because it allows us to 
prevent harm as effectively as possible, given the complexity of harm in 
the world. Insofar as we think that morality is about other factors, too, 
such as rights, virtues, or relationships, we should accept this frame-
work because it allows us to reduce and repair the harm that we cause 
as effectively as possible, given our complicity in harm in the world. 
Either way, we will find that different moral theories can at least partly 
converge on a shared framework for solving shared problems.

Third, and relatedly, the Anthropocene requires holistic, structural 
empirical thinking. The problems that we face are all linked at multiple 
levels. For instance, factory farming contributes to human suffering, 
nonhuman suffering, pandemics, and climate change all at once. If we 
think about only some of these harms, then we might pursue solutions 
that reduce some harms while increasing others. But if we think about 
all of them, then we can pursue solutions that reduce harm across the 
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board. Moreover, factory farming is able to cause these harms because 
our current social, political, and economic structures support this 
industry, and there is a limit to how much progress we can make by 
working within these structures. So, while we should do what we can 
within these structures, we should also do what we can to change them.

Fourth, and relatedly, the Anthropocene blurs the distinction be-
tween natural and human-​caused harms. Suppose that we define nat-
ural harms as harms that occur independently of human activity, and 
that we define human-​caused harms as harms that occur as a result of 
human activity. In this case, many harms in the future will be at least 
partly human-​caused. This might include not only animal suffering 
that results from, say, fires and floods but also animal suffering that 
results from, say, hunger and thirst. When humans shape which an-
imals can live and what kinds of lives they can have, we might need 
to take responsibility for what happens to them more, while also 
accepting the limits of our ability to do that. This ambiguity is an-
other reason why pluralistic moral thinking will be essential moving 
forward.

Fifth, and relatedly, every option available to us involves risks and 
harms, for humans as well as, especially, nonhumans. This includes 
not only action but inaction. In particular, the more that we try to 
help, the more we risk causing new harms. But the less that we try 
to help, the more we risk allowing ongoing human-​caused harms to 
occur. To strike a balance, we should try to help at least some animals 
now, while building the knowledge, power, and political will that will 
allow us to help more animals later on. Nobody knows what will be 
best for humans and nonhumans in the long run. But if we take the 
steps discussed here, then we can do at least some good now while 
empowering our successors to do much more good in the future. All of 
my proposals in this book are designed with these aims in mind.

Finally, we will need to strike a balance between the real and the 
ideal. In a perfect world, we would create a multispecies society in 
which all animals can flourish. In the real world, we might not be able 
to do that. Part of the reason is that there is too much conflicting need 
in the world, and while we might be able to reduce these conflicts, we 
might not be able to eliminate them. Another part of the reason is that 
there are limits on what humans are able and willing to do. Thus, even 
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insofar as reducing these conflicts might be possible for ideal agents, it 
might not be possible for human agents. Accepting these realities is a 
condition of ethical and effective advocacy and policy. We should nei-
ther underestimate our responsibilities because of our limitations nor 
underestimate our limitations because of our responsibilities.

1.5.  What this book will not do

Of course, any discussion of a topic this complex will have many limi-
tations, and my discussion here will be no exception. I want to empha-
size several limitations of this book before I start. First, with respect 
to ethics, I will focus mostly on an animal-​friendly consequentialism 
(according to which we should prevent harm where possible) and an 
animal-​friendly rights theory (according to which we should avoid 
causing harm where possible). These examples are all I need to show 
how, in the Anthropocene, different moral theories can at least partly 
converge in a shared set of ideas about what to do. Of course, much of 
what I say about these moral theories might generalize to other moral 
theories, too. Insofar as it does, my argument about partial conver-
gence might generalize, as well. But I will not try to establish that here.

Second, with respect to impacts, I will focus mostly on how our ex-
ploitation and extermination of nonhuman animals are contributing 
to pandemics and climate change, as well as on how pandemics and cli-
mate change are contributing to nonhuman suffering and death. These 
examples are all I need to show how, in the Anthropocene, human 
activity is contributing to global threats that will harm humans and 
nonhumans alike. Of course, much of what I say about pandemics 
and climate change might generalize to other human-​caused global 
threats, too. Insofar as it does, my argument for including animals in 
health and environmental advocacy and policy might generalize, as 
well. I will note some other, related impacts along the way, but I will not 
discuss them in detail.

Third, with respect to the questions that I raise, I will sometimes 
offer answers, but I will not always do so. For example, I will argue that 
we should reduce support for factory farming, deforestation, and the 
wildlife trade, that we should increase support for alternatives, and 
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that we should include animals in impact assessments involving em-
ployment, education, social services, and infrastructure. But since 
many global changes will involve substantial trade-​offs, I will leave it 
open which global changes are good for animals overall. As we will see, 
once we consider all relevant stakeholders in our impact assessments, 
including all the animals who might or might not come into existence 
as a result of our policy decisions, we might find that we have no idea 
what kind of world to build for animals yet.

Fourth, and relatedly, even with respect to the questions that I an-
swer, I will not defend my answers in maximum detail. My aim here 
is not to get to the bottom of any particular issue, but rather to explore 
a wide range of issues, show how they interact, and show why they 
matter. More concretely, my aim is to present, as clearly and concisely 
as possible, the basic case for including animals in health and environ-
mental advocacy and policy, as well as to survey, as clearly and con-
cisely as possible, some of the many empirical and normative issues 
that this work will force us to confront in an integrated manner. While 
this approach might sacrifice depth for breadth, my hope is that it will 
be useful for both motivating and framing some of the more detailed 
discussions that will be necessary moving forward.

Fifth, I will consider our collective responsibilities more than our 
individual responsibilities in this book. For example, I will spend more 
time discussing how states can reduce support for factory farming and 
increase support for alternatives (for instance, by subsidizing plant-​
based food systems) than discussing how individuals can do so (for 
instance, by adopting plant-​based diets). Of course, our individual 
behavior matters, too. For instance, the more individuals adopt plant-​
based diets, the easier it will be for states to subsidize plant-​based food 
systems, and vice versa.13 But since pandemics, climate change, and 
other human-​caused global threats are collective action problems that 
require collective action solutions, our collective responsibilities re-
garding these threats will be my focus here.

Sixth, and relatedly, I will consider how the Anthropocene shapes 
our collective duties across species, nations, and generations more 
than whether we have such duties in the first place. Philosophers have 
spent decades arguing that we have such duties, and I want to build on 
this work rather than replicate it. I will explain my moral assumptions 
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in Chapter 2, and I will complicate them throughout the book, for in-
stance by raising questions about which animals count and how much 
they count, and by showing why the answers are relevant for our im-
pact assessments and policy decisions. But I will not attempt to argue 
for these assumptions in any detail. Instead, I will trust that you either 
accept these assumptions as well or, at least, are willing to grant them 
for the sake of an interesting discussion.

Finally, a note about the title of this book.14 I like this title in part 
because it makes sense on a variety of interpretations. We should save 
animals and ourselves (since we can save humans and nonhumans 
at the same time). We should save animals including ourselves (since 
humans are animals). We should save animals in order to save our-
selves (since human, nonhuman, and environmental health are linked 
in many ways). We should save animals by saving ourselves (for the 
same reason). We should save animals in order to redeem ourselves 
(since our moral character is shaped in part by our treatment of the 
most vulnerable among us). We should save animals by redeeming our-
selves (since our treatment of the most vulnerable among us is shaped 
in part by our moral character). And so on.

However, the title of this book has limitations as well, and I should 
mention three at the outset. First, saving animals is not always morally 
necessary, since in many cases we will not be able to save animals eth-
ically or effectively. Second, saving animals is not always morally suf-
ficient, since in many cases we should improve the lives of animals in 
other ways, too, such as by harming them less, helping them more, and 
altering the structures within which humans and nonhumans interact. 
Third, even when saving animals is both necessary and sufficient, that 
does not make our story a simple savior story. Many interventions in 
the lives of others are likely to have mixed effects. Also, do we really 
count as saviors without qualification when the threats from which we 
save animals are, in whole or in part, human-​caused?
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2
Animal ethics in a human world

2.1.   Introduction

Many people agree that we have moral duties to animals but disagree 
about what kinds. For consequentialists (who think that morality 
is about consequences), the idea tends to be that we should improve 
animal welfare where possible. Every year, hundreds of billions of 
captive animals and hundreds of trillions of wild animals suffer and 
die unnecessarily, and we have the power to reduce this suffering. 
Since a world with less suffering is a better place, all else equal, many 
consequentialists believe that we morally ought to reduce animal suf-
fering, all else equal. However, the main question for consequentialists 
is how our epistemic and practical limitations might affect this moral 
duty. Do we have the knowledge, power, and political will necessary to 
reduce animal suffering effectively and sustainably at scale?

In contrast, for nonconsequentialists (who think that morality is 
about more than consequences), the idea that we have moral duties 
to animals tends to lead in a different direction. Instead of thinking 
that we should improve animal welfare wherever possible, many 
nonconsequentialists think that we should leave animals alone, 
out of respect for their autonomy. However, the main question for 
nonconsequentialists is how the source, scale, and complexity of an-
imal suffering and death in the modern world change this moral duty. 
When human activity is the source of wild animal suffering and death, 
do we have a duty to intervene? And, when wild animals are suffering 
and dying a lot, and we have the power to prevent these harms without 
interfering with wild animal autonomy, do we have a duty to intervene?

My aim in this chapter is to argue that, in the Anthropocene, 
consequentialists and nonconsequentialists alike have reason to 
at least partly converge on a shared moral framework in practice. 
According to this shared moral framework, we should aspire to help 
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animals as much as reasonably possible, and we should also aspire to 
harm animals only when necessary for self-​defense, other-​defense, 
and other such purposes. For consequentialists, we should accept 
this framework because it allows us to help animals as effectively as 
possible, given our epistemic, practical, and motivational limitations. 
For nonconsequentialists, we should accept it because it allows us to 
respect nonhuman rights as effectively as possible, given the source, 
scale, and complexity of animal suffering in the world.

My discussion in this chapter will be selective and general. I will 
not consider all possible moral theories, nor will I consider any par-
ticular moral theory in full detail. Instead, I will focus on utilitari-
anism as a kind of consequentialism and on rights theory as a kind 
of nonconsequentialism for the sake of simplicity and specificity. To 
be clear, I am not making this choice to privilege relatively simple and 
unified moral theories such as utilitarianism and rights theory over 
relatively complex and pluralistic moral theories such as virtue theory 
and care theory. Instead, I am making this choice to show that even 
relatively simple and unified moral theories can require relatively com-
plex and pluralistic moral thinking in practice. Like it or not, there is 
no avoiding moral complexity in the Anthropocene.

2.2.  Species, nations, and generations

I will assume in this book that sentience is sufficient for well-​being 
and moral status, and that morality involves a universal duty of 
nonmaleficence. Here is what that means. If you are sentient (that 
is, if you can experience pleasure and pain and have desires and 
preferences1), then you have the capacity for well-​being (that is, 
you have a life that can go better or worse for you) and moral status 
(that is, you morally matter for your own sake). And if you have the 
capacity for well-​being and moral status, then I at least have a duty 
of nonmaleficence to you (that is, I at least have a duty not to harm 
you unnecessarily, and to reduce and repair this harm if I do). These 
assumptions are plausible and widely accepted, but they also imply 
that our moral duties are much more expansive than many people ap-
preciate, in several respects.2
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First, these assumptions imply that we can have moral duties to 
members of other species. After all, we now have considerable evidence 
that many nonhuman animals can experience pleasure and pain and 
have desires and preferences. This includes all vertebrates, including 
mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, and fishes. It also includes many 
invertebrates, such as many mollusks, and it might include many other 
invertebrates, such as many arthropods, as well. Granted, we might 
not be certain which animals are sentient, and we will consider how 
to resolve uncertainty about sentience and other, related matters in 
Chapter 7. For now, I will simply assume that we at least have a moral 
duty not to harm many nonhuman animals unnecessarily, and to re-
duce or repair these harms where possible when we do.

Of course, to say that we can have moral duties to members of other 
species is not necessarily to say which duties we have or how strong 
they are. We need to ask many further questions to determine the con-
tent and strength of our duties. For instance, what interests do par-
ticular nonhuman animals have, and how strong are these interests? 
Also, how much are we able to predict and control our impacts on 
nonhuman animals? We will consider these questions throughout this 
book. For now, I will simply assume that many nonhuman animals 
have a nontrivial interest in avoiding suffering and death as a result of 
hunger, thirst, illness, injury, and violence. As a result, I will assume 
that we harm many nonhuman animals when we cause them to suffer 
and die in these ways.

Similarly, to say that we can have moral duties to members 
of other species is not necessarily to say that they can have moral 
duties to us. In general, the question whether someone is a moral 
patient (i.e., whether others can have duties to them) is separate from 
the question whether someone is a moral agent (i.e., whether they 
can have duties to others). Plausibly, you need to be able to think 
about morality in order to be a moral agent, but you do not need 
to be able to think about morality in order to have the capacity for 
well-​being, and thus be a moral patient. Of course, it might be that 
many nonhuman animals are moral agents, either because they can 
think about morality or because this ability is not, in fact, necessary 
for moral agency. Either way, I will simply assume that many non-
human animals are moral patients.3
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Second, these assumptions also imply that we can have moral duties 
to members of other nations and future generations. We live in an in-
terconnected world, where we increasingly have the power to impact 
people across nations or generations. And at present, many of us par-
ticipate in social, political, and economic systems that impact people 
in other nations and generations in a variety of ways. Granted, we 
might not be sure how impactful our actions are, since we might not 
be sure whether our actions can be said to benefit or harm individuals 
in the far future. We will consider these issues in Chapter 8. For now, 
I will simply assume that we are capable of benefiting or harming at 
least some future individuals, including individuals who will exist in 
the near future or who will have bad lives as a result of our behavior.

As with members of other species, to say that we can have moral 
duties to members of other nations and future generations is not nec-
essarily to say which duties we have or how strong they are. We once 
again need to ask many further questions in order to determine the 
content and strength of our duties. Many of these questions are the 
same as before, but even harder to answer. For instance, how similar 
will the interests of future individuals be to the interests of current 
individuals? Also, how much, if at all, are we able to predict and control 
our impacts on future individuals? While keeping an open mind about 
these issues as much as possible, I will assume that future individuals 
will at least have many of the same basic interests as current individ-
uals, including a nontrivial interest in avoiding suffering and death.

Similarly, as with members of other species, to say that we can 
have moral duties to members of other nations and future gener-
ations is not necessarily to say that they can have moral duties to 
us. For instance, the question whether current individuals have 
the power to benefit or harm future individuals is separate from 
the question whether future individuals have the power to benefit 
or harm current individuals. Plausibly, there are differences across 
nations and generations that make reciprocity difficult. Of course, 
reciprocity might not be impossible, even across generations; for in-
stance, perhaps our successors can benefit or harm us by preserving 
or destroying our legacies. Either way, I will assume that insofar as 
we can harm future individuals, we have duties to them whether or 
not they also have duties to us.4
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Questions about what we owe to members of other species, nations, 
and generations are profoundly important. How we answer them will 
partly determine which animals count, how much they count, and in 
what ways they count in our impact assessments and policy decisions. 
For example: Do insects have interests, and, if so, what interests do 
they have and how strong are these interests? Also, will human ac-
tivity create more or fewer insects in the future, and will we count as 
benefiting or harming future insects as a result? The answers to these 
questions will partly determine what kind of future we should attempt 
to create and how. But I will not discuss these matters yet. Instead, 
I will start with a simpler question: What kinds of moral duties might 
we have to other animals in practice, in a world reshaped by human 
activity?

2.3.  Individual and collective responsibility

I will also assume in this book that we can have moral duties—​in-
cluding moral duties to members of other species, nations, and gen-
erations—​both individually and collectively.5 In particular, we are 
individually responsible for our individual behavior, we are collec-
tively responsible for our collective behavior, and we are individually 
responsible for our participation in collective activity. Thus, for ex-
ample, suppose that 100 people each pour a gallon of waste into a lake. 
In this case, these 100 people are collectively responsible for the harm 
that all 100 gallons cause, and so they should work collectively to re-
duce and repair this harm if possible. And each person is responsible 
for their participation in this collective harm, and so they should try to 
participate in the collective reparative act if possible.

People accept that we have these individual and collective duties 
for different reasons. Some think that we have them because our in-
dividual participation in collective actions makes an expected dif-
ference.6 This can happen in different ways. For instance, we might 
think that each gallon of waste has a large chance of causing a small 
amount of harm, or we might think that each gallon of waste has 
a small chance of triggering a “tipping point” that causes a large 
amount of harm. Either way, when we consider both the probability 
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that each gallon will cause harm and the level of harm that it will 
cause, if any, we find that each gallon is at least somewhat harmful in 
expectation. On this view, collective responsibility is a useful frame-
work for thinking about individual impact in the context of collec-
tive action.

Other people think that we have these duties whether or not our in-
dividual participation in collective actions makes an expected differ-
ence.7 For example, on one view, instead of asking, “What will happen 
if I pour waste into the lake,” each person should ask, “What would 
happen if everyone poured waste into the lake?” No matter what the 
answer to the former question is, the answer to the latter question is 
clear. If everyone poured waste into the lake, they would pollute the 
lake. And, since these individuals would rather live in a world where 
nobody poured waste into the lake than in a world where everyone did 
so, they must accept that nobody is permitted to pour waste into the 
lake. On this view, collective responsibility is a useful framework for 
thinking about fairness in the context of collective action.

It might matter which of these views we accept in some cases, since 
our individual behavior might make an expected difference in some 
cases but not in others. For example, you might think that you should 
avoid travel during a pandemic, since you might be relatively confident 
about the causal link between individual travel and disease spread. But 
you might deny that you should avoid travel in light of climate change, 
since you might be relatively skeptical about the causal link between 
individual travel and climate change.8 In this case, it might matter 
whether you think about individual complicity in terms of impacts, 
fairness, or something else. In any case, I will simply assume here that 
we can have collective duties to members of other species, nations, and 
generations, and I will leave the details open.

When we put these assumptions together, it follows that we can 
have individual as well as collective moral duties not only to humans in 
other nations and generations, and not only to nonhumans in our own 
nation and generation, but also to nonhumans in other nations and 
generations. Granted, we might think that our duties to some individ-
uals, such as members of our own species, nation, and generation, are 
stronger than our duties to other individuals, such as members of other 
species, nations, and generations, for all kinds of moral, epistemic, or 
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practical reasons. But I will argue in this book that these consider-
ations do not support anything like the status quo. We have a moral 
duty to consider the interests of, say, distant future animals much more 
than we currently do in our impact assessments and policy decisions.

We might be skeptical of this result, but we should also be skeptical 
of our skepticism. This result follows from plausible and widely ac-
cepted moral principles. In contrast, our skepticism is easily explained 
as a product of multiple kinds of bias. For example, our skepticism 
might be partly the result of prejudice and self-​interest. We naturally 
favor in-​group members over out-​group members. This is true about 
biological, national, and generational groups, albeit in different ways 
and to different degrees. We also recognize that, if we extend basic 
moral consideration to out-​group members, then we might have to 
give up some of our current privileges in order to treat them as they de-
serve to be treated. But as we will see, this is not a good reason to deny 
basic moral consideration to out-​group members.

Our skepticism might also be partly a result of cognitive biases and 
heuristics such as the availability heuristic and scope insensitivity. For 
example, we are more sensitive to problems that are salient to us (such 
as interpersonal violence) than to problems that are not (such as fu-
ture health or environmental threats). We are also more sensitive to 
problems that affect small numbers of individuals (such as interper-
sonal violence) than to problems that affect large numbers of individ-
uals (such as future health or environmental threats). We have these 
traits because we evolved in a prior epoch, where a higher proportion 
of our problems were local and individual. But now that we live in the 
Anthropocene, we should recognize the impact that these traits can 
have on our moral intuitions and attempt to move beyond them.9

In any case, my aim in this chapter is not to argue that we can have 
collective duties across species, nations, and generations. My aim is 
rather to assume that we can have these duties, and to examine what 
these duties might look like in the Anthropocene. I will consider this 
issue from the perspectives of utilitarianism and rights theory, and 
I will argue that even if these theories diverge a lot in principle, they 
can still converge a lot in practice. Given the increasing complexity of 
harm in the world and our increasing complicity in harm in the world, 
supporters of both theories should accept that we have a duty to help 
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members of other species, nations, and generations as much as rea-
sonably possible, and that we have a duty to harm these individuals 
only when necessary for self-​defense, other-​defense, and other such 
purposes.

2.4.  Utilitarianism in theory

With that in mind, consider first how a utilitarian might think about 
animal ethics in the Anthropocene. Utilitarianism is a consequentialist 
moral theory, which means that it holds that morality is entirely a 
matter of consequences. In particular, utilitarianism holds that we are 
morally required to do the most good possible in the world, by maxi-
mizing positive well-​being. There are different interpretations of this 
view, including different interpretations of well-​being and different 
interpretations of a duty to maximize positive well-​being. We will con-
sider some of the issues that lead to these different interpretations later 
on. For now, I will simply discuss utilitarianism as the view that we are 
morally required to bring about as much happiness and as little suf-
fering in the world as possible.10

Many people associate utilitarianism with the view that we have a 
moral duty to prevent harm, provided that we can do so without sac-
rificing anything comparably morally significant. Recall the examples 
that we discussed at the start of Chapter 1. If you are partly responsible 
for the fact that a fawn is drowning in a pool in your yard, should you 
save the fawn? And if you are not at all responsible for the fact that a 
fawn is drowning in a pond at a park, should you save the fawn? A util-
itarian would say that you have a moral duty to save the fawn in both 
cases, all else equal. What matters is that you have the power to make 
the world a better place, by bringing about more happiness or less suf-
fering. All other factors, including your relationships with any individ-
uals involved, are morally irrelevant.

At least in theory, utilitarianism is radically impartial. It holds that 
we should assign equal weight to the interests of all sentient beings 
when deciding what to do. For example, you might want to spend some 
of your spare money on yourself. You might also want to spend some of 
this money on your family, since you love them and you think you owe 
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it to them. And you might want to donate some of this money to local 
causes that your family supports, since, again, you love your family, 
and you also want to help people in your community. But according 
to utilitarianism, if you can do more good overall by, say, donating all 
your spare money to the Against Malaria Foundation, then you should 
do that instead.11 What matters is that you do the most good possible, 
not how you relate to everyone involved.

At least in theory, utilitarianism is also radically benevolent. It holds 
that we should maximize happiness and minimize suffering whether 
we do that by bringing about more happiness in the world or bringing 
about less suffering in the world. For example, you might think that 
not causing suffering in the world is more important than preventing 
suffering in the world. You might also think that reducing suffering in 
the world is more important than increasing happiness in the world. 
But utilitarianism does not make any of these distinctions. According 
to this theory, what matters is that you do the most good possible, not 
whether you do that by preventing suffering or merely not causing suf-
fering, or whether you do that by making miserable people less miser-
able or by making happy people happier.

As a result of its impartial benevolence, utilitarianism is a highly 
demanding moral theory. It implies that each action that we per-
form is morally right insofar as, and only insofar as, it does more 
good than all available alternatives. This applies to major decisions, 
such as what to study in college, what to do for a living, what to do 
with our spare time, and whether to have a family. It also applies to 
minor decisions, such as what to wear today, what to eat for break-
fast, how to get to work, and what podcasts to listen to on the way. 
Of course, many of us might find that we enjoy the activities through 
which we can do the most good possible. If so, then we can aspire to 
do the most good possible without sacrificing our own happiness. 
But if not, then we might have to sacrifice our own happiness, at 
least to a degree.

Similarly, as a result of its impartial benevolence, utilitarianism is 
a highly unrestrictive moral theory. It implies that we morally ought 
to do the most good possible by any means necessary. For example, if 
you need to harm one person in order to save five people from being 
harmed, then you morally ought to do that, all else equal. And if you 
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need to kill one person in order to save five people from being killed, 
then you morally ought to do that, all else equal. Of course, we might 
find that we need to treat people with respect and compassion in order 
to do the most good possible in many cases. If so, then we can permis-
sibly avoid sacrificing the few for the sake of the many in these cases, 
according to utilitarianism. But if not, then we might have to make 
those sacrifices for the greater good.

Given these features of utilitarianism, what does this theory imply 
about our moral duties to nonhuman animals? First, it implies that we 
morally ought to help animals as much as possible, all else equal. At 
any given moment, billions of captive animals and trillions of wild an-
imals are suffering and dying, and we have the power to improve many 
of their lives, either by increasing their happiness or by decreasing 
their suffering. Thus, utilitarianism implies, we morally ought to help 
these animals whether or not we are responsible for their suffering. 
Moreover, utilitarianism implies, we morally ought to prioritize this 
project, at least to a degree, since we can increase happiness and de-
crease suffering in the world much more cost-​effectively by helping an-
imals than by working on many other causes.12

Second, however, utilitarianism also implies that we morally ought 
to harm or kill animals for the greater good, where necessary. Suppose 
that if we kill, say, 10,000 lab animals, then we can develop a medi-
cine that will save 50,000. Similarly, suppose that if we kill, say, 10,000 
wild animals, then we can prevent an outbreak that would kill 50,000. 
Suppose further that we have no other way to achieve these goals, and 
that the happiness that we cause and the suffering that we prevent out-
weigh the suffering that we cause and the happiness that we prevent. 
In these cases, utilitarianism would imply that we morally ought to kill 
these animals, all else equal. Granted, we might be harming all of these 
animals. But what matters is that we do the most good possible, not 
what means we take to this end.

2.5.  Utilitarianism in practice

But matters are more complex in practice, especially in the 
Anthropocene. Consider three reasons why. First, a utilitarian needs 
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to take seriously the limits on our knowledge. We might not have the 
time, information, or rationality necessary to reliably apply impartial, 
benevolent harm-​benefit analysis in everyday life. Think about what 
this would require. Before we make any decision, we would have to 
estimate the impacts of every possible action on every possible indi-
vidual. Not only would that take a lot of time, but it would also be dif-
ficult to do well, due to human bias and ignorance. Thus, if we want to 
do the most good possible, then we might sometimes need to either 
limit which harms and benefits we consider or replace harm-​benefit 
analysis with other, simpler moral rules, such as “when in doubt, do 
no harm.”

Second, a utilitarian needs to take seriously the limits on our 
power. In an ideal world, we might be able to make all our decisions 
by thinking about what to do. But in the real world, our decisions 
are shaped by many factors beyond our direct control. Some of these 
factors are psychological. For instance, we make many decisions at 
least partly as a result of subconscious drives. Other factors are rela-
tional and structural. For instance, we make many decisions at least 
partly as a result of social or environmental priming. Thus, if we want 
to do the most good possible, then we might need to think not only 
about what rules to follow but also about what virtues, relationships, 
and structures to build, so that we can promote good outcomes not 
only when we think about what to do but also when we respond to in-
ternal or external cues.13

Third, and relatedly, a utilitarian needs to take seriously the limits 
on our willingness to be altruistic. In an ideal world, we would all 
be able and willing to devote all our spare time, energy, and money 
to altruistic projects according to this theory. But in the real world, 
many of us are not only unable but also unwilling to do that. Granted, 
we might think that we can, and should, attempt to overcome our 
weakness of will as much as possible. But insofar as at least some 
weakness of will remains despite these efforts, we need to take this 
motivational limitation into account to ensure that our work can be 
sustainable. Thus, if we want to do the most good possible, then we 
need to strike a balance between aspiring to meet high standards and 
accepting that we might not always be able or willing to meet those 
standards in practice.
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It follows that maximizing happiness sometimes requires thinking 
in nonutilitarian terms in everyday life. Granted, we might sometimes 
be able to use harm-​benefit analysis in everyday life, for instance when 
we need to make major life decisions and we have enough time, infor-
mation, and rationality to make these decisions carefully. But even in 
these cases, we might need to restrict the scope of our harm-​benefit 
analysis, since we might not be able to reliably estimate the impacts of 
every possible action on every possible individual. And in many other 
cases, we might not be able to use harm-​benefit analysis at all. Instead, 
we might need to focus on playing our roles in life well, and on pur-
suing the goals, following the rules, cultivating the virtues, and culti-
vating the relationships that support us in doing that.

As a result, utilitarianism is sometimes less impartial, benevolent, 
and demanding in practice than in theory. Yes, we should still pursue 
altruistic goals in life. But we should also sometimes pursue other goals 
as well, including our own personal projects and relationships. For ex-
ample, if you commit to donating 90% of your spare money to highly 
impactful charities right now, then you might burn out within months. 
However, if you commit to donating 10% now, while building the 
structures in your life that allow you to gradually increase this amount 
over time, then you might be able to do this work sustainably and, as a 
result, you might do much more good in the long run. If so, then utili-
tarianism might imply that you should commit to donating 10% rather 
than 90% in practice, at least at present.

Similarly, utilitarianism is also sometimes more restrictive in prac-
tice than in theory. Yes, we should still take the means to our ends. But 
we should also adopt a presumption in favor of following rules, cul-
tivating virtues, and cultivating relationships that support this pro-
ject. For example, if you kill one to save five, then you might promote 
the idea that violence is acceptable in general. However, if you spare 
this person, while working to build structures in society that prevent 
similar conflicts from arising in the future, then you might promote 
the idea that violence is unacceptable in general, while addressing the 
root causes of problems that seem to be calling for violence now. As 
a result, you might do much more good in the long run. If so, then 
utilitarianism might imply that you should avoid killing this person in 
practice.
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Given these complications, utilitarianism has more nuanced 
implications regarding nonhuman animals than many people assume. 
First, it implies that there can be limits on how much we should help 
animals in practice. For example, if we collectively commit to distrib-
uting, say, 99% of social benefits to nonhuman animals now, then we 
might burn out. However, if we commit to distributing, say, 1% of so-
cial benefits to nonhuman animals now, while building structures in 
society that allow us to increase this amount over time, then we might 
be able to do this work sustainably and, as a result, we might do much 
more good in the long run. If so, then utilitarianism might imply that 
we should commit to distributing 1% rather than 99% of social benefits 
to nonhuman animals in practice, at least at present.

Similarly, utilitarianism implies that there can be limits on how 
much we should harm animals for the greater good in practice. For 
example, if we kill 10,000 animals in order to develop a medicine that 
would save 50,000 animals, or in order to prevent an outbreak that 
would kill 50,000 animals, then we might promote the idea that vi-
olence against animals is acceptable in general. However, if we spare 
these animals, while building structures in society that prevent sim-
ilar outbreaks from happening in the future, then we might promote 
the idea that violence against animals is unacceptable in general, while 
addressing the root causes of public health crises that seem to be calling 
for violence against animals now. If so, then utilitarianism might imply 
that we should avoid killing these animals in practice.

2.6.  Rights theory in theory

Now consider how a rights theorist might think about animal ethics 
in the Anthropocene. Rights theory is a kind of nonconsequentialism, 
which holds that morality is about more than consequences. In partic-
ular, rights theory holds that we are not morally required to pursue any 
particular goal in life, including altruistic goals. Instead, we are mor-
ally permitted to set and pursue our own goals in life. However, we 
are also morally required to set and pursue goals in ways that allow 
others to do the same. As with utilitarianism, there are many interpret-
ations of this view, and we will consider some of the issues that lead to 
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different interpretations later on. For now, I will simply discuss rights 
theory as the view that we have a moral duty, as well as a moral right, to 
live and let live in this kind of way.14

Many people associate rights theory with the view that we have a 
moral duty to reduce and repair the harms that we cause, provided that 
we can do so without sacrificing anything morally significant. Again, 
recall the examples from Chapter 1. If you are partly responsible for 
the fact that a fawn is drowning in a pool in your yard, should you save 
the fawn? And if you are not at all responsible for the fact that a fawn 
is drowning in a pond in a park, should you save the fawn? A rights 
theorist might say that you are morally required to save the fawn in 
the first case, since saving this fawn in this case is a matter of reducing 
and repairing harm that you caused. But you are not morally required 
to save the fawn in the second case, since saving the fawn in this case is 
merely a matter of preventing harm that you did not cause.

At least in theory, rights theory is less impartial than utilitarianism. 
It holds that we can be morally permitted as well as, in many cases, 
morally required to prioritize some individuals over others, all else 
equal. We can be permitted to do that because we are permitted to set 
our own priorities in life, within certain limits. And we can be required 
to do that because special relationships can produce special duties. 
For example, you might want to spend some of your spare money on 
yourself, some on your family, and some on causes in your community. 
According to rights theory, you are morally permitted to do all this, 
provided that you do it in a way that allows others to do the same. You 
might even be morally required to do some of this, since you might owe 
it to your family members or community members.

At least in theory, rights theory is also less benevolent than utilitar-
ianism. It holds that we have a perfect duty of nonmaleficence, which 
means that we are always required to avoid harming others unneces-
sarily. In contrast, it holds that we have only an imperfect duty of benefi-
cence, which means that we are only sometimes required to help others, 
and that we can choose when, how, and whom we help, within certain 
limits. On this view, for example, it would be unreasonable for you to 
say, “I avoid killing people on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, so 
I have a right to kill people on Tuesdays and Thursdays.” But it might be 
reasonable for you to say, “I save lives on Mondays, Wednesdays, and 
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Fridays, so I have a right to not save lives on Tuesdays and Thursdays, 
and to spend time with my friends instead.”

As a result of its limited impartiality and benevolence, rights 
theory is less demanding than utilitarianism in theory. Generally 
speaking, we have options about how to live our lives. Sure, if you 
want to devote your career to maximizing happiness, then you can 
do that, all else equal. But if you instead want to devote your career 
to maximizing your own happiness, then you can do that, too. Of 
course, rights theory can still be demanding in many cases. After 
all, many choices that people make in life do, in fact, harm others 
unnecessarily. It can take work to determine which choices do that. 
And when we do that work, we might find that we have fewer mor-
ally permissible options than we expected. But if we have multiple 
options that avoid harming others unnecessarily, then we are free to 
select among them.

As a result of these features, rights theory is also more restrictive 
about how we pursue our goals than utilitarianism in theory. We are not 
morally permitted to pursue our goals, including our altruistic goals, 
by any means necessary. For instance, you are not morally permitted to 
kill one to save five, all else equal. Granted, there can be exceptions. For 
example, you might be morally permitted to kill someone in self-​de-
fense (defending yourself from violence), in other-​defense (defending 
someone else from violence), for their own good (sparing someone 
from a slow and painful death), as a side effect (killing someone as an 
unintended and unavoidable result of saving five), or, perhaps, for the 
sufficiently greater good (killing someone to save, say, 1,000). But these 
exceptions aside, you should simply do no harm.

Given these features of rights theory, what does this theory imply 
about our moral duties to nonhuman animals? First, rights theory 
implies that there can be limits on how much we should help animals in 
theory. Take the distinction between domesticated and wild animals. 
Some rights theorists think that we have a general duty to help domes-
ticated animals because we have a history of harming and wronging 
them, and we can help them without harming or wronging them fur-
ther. However, they think that we do not have a general duty to help 
wild animals because we do not have the same kind of history with 
them. We might not even have a general right to help wild animals, 
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since we might not generally be able to help them without interfering 
with their autonomy or otherwise harming or wronging them.15

Second, and relatedly, rights theory also implies that there can also 
be limits on how much we should harm animals in theory. Suppose 
that if we kill 10,000 animals, then we can develop a medicine that 
will save 50,000 animals or prevent an outbreak that would kill 50,000 
animals. Suppose further that we have no other way to achieve these 
goals, and that killing these animals will do more good than harm 
overall. In this kind of case, rights theory might imply that we morally 
ought to spare these animals. Granted, our decision to spare these an-
imals might bring about more suffering than happiness (though as we 
have seen, this might not always be true in practice). But our duty to 
avoid harming and killing others is stronger and more universal than 
our duty to help and save others, and so we might need to accept this 
outcome.

2.7.  Rights theory in practice

But as with utilitarianism, matters are more complex in practice, espe-
cially in the Anthropocene. Consider three reasons why. First, a rights 
theorist needs to take seriously our complicity in suffering and death. 
As we will see in Chapter 3, human activity is harming trillions of an-
imals per year both directly and indirectly, through practices such as 
factory farming, deforestation, the wildlife trade, and more. Insofar 
as human activity is harming animals unnecessarily, rights theory 
implies that we have a moral duty not to participate in that activity un-
necessarily. And insofar as we harm animals unnecessarily and have 
the power to reduce or repair these harms without sacrificing anything 
morally significant, rights theory implies that we have a special moral 
duty to attempt to reduce and repair these harms.16

Second, a rights theorist needs to take seriously the exceptions to 
standard moral duties. For example, if we can permissibly kill someone 
to defend someone else, does that mean that we can permissibly kill 
predators or parasites to defend other animals from predation or par-
asitism? If so, then we can permissibly kill many animals, since many 
animals kill other animals in these ways (though we will later discuss 
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reasons to be cautious about this idea). Similarly, if we can permissibly 
kill someone for their own good, does that mean that we can permis-
sibly kill animals whose lives likely involve more suffering than happi-
ness? If so, then we might once again be permitted to kill many animals, 
since many animals might have such lives (though we will later discuss 
reasons to be cautious about this idea, too).

Third, and relatedly, a rights theorist needs to take seriously the idea 
of harm thresholds. As noted previously, a rights theorist might hold 
that, while killing one to save five is morally wrong, killing one to save 
a sufficiently high number of individuals is not morally wrong. For in-
stance, a rights theorist might hold that we can be permitted to kill 
one to save, say, 1,000, 10,000, or 100,000. On this kind of view, we 
might be permitted to kill animals in a wide range of contexts as well, 
since there are so many animals in the world that we might regularly 
find ourselves in situations where killing one will save thousands in 
expectation. With that said, a lot will depend on the details, including 
which animals count and how much they count. We will consider these 
questions in Chapters 7 and 8 as well.17

It follows that respecting rights sometimes requires thinking in con-
sequentialist terms in everyday life. When all of the options available 
to us would cause harm, we might need to perform harm-​benefit anal-
ysis (or another, similar kind of analysis) to determine which option 
would cause the least amount of harm in expectation. Moreover, when 
we are already complicit in activities that cause harm, we might need 
to think this way to determine whether and how we can reduce and re-
pair these harms ethically and effectively. Finally, when reducing and 
repairing some harms might involve causing other harms as means to 
these ends, we might need to think this way to determine whether the 
stakes are high enough to warrant causing these harms, assuming that 
we accept a harm threshold in our view.

As a result, rights theory is sometimes more impartial, benevolent, 
and demanding in practice than in theory. Yes, we still have a right to 
set and pursue our own goals in life in theory. But when many options 
would cause harm unnecessarily, we might have a very limited set of 
morally permissible options in practice. And when we are already 
complicit in harm, we might also have a duty to select options that in-
volve reducing and repairing that harm. Thus, for instance, you might 
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have a duty to spend more of your time and money on highly impactful 
altruistic work than you thought. And to the degree that you still spend 
time and money on yourself and your family, you might have a duty to 
spend that time and money in some ways (such as eating vegan food) 
rather than in other ways (such as eating meat and dairy).

Similarly, rights theory is sometimes less restrictive in practice than 
in theory. Yes, we should still pursue our goals only in morally permis-
sible ways. But if we regularly encounter exceptions to standard moral 
duties, then we might regularly be permitted or required to act accord-
ingly. Thus, for instance, if you regularly need to kill people in self-​de-
fense or other-​defense, then you might be regularly morally permitted 
to kill people. Moreover, if killing people in these cases is necessary 
to reduce or repair harms in which you are complicit, then you might 
even be morally required to kill people in some of these cases. Indeed, 
if this kind of case is common enough for you, then we might even 
wonder at what point the rule becomes the exception and the excep-
tion becomes the rule for you in practice.

Given these complications, rights theory might have more nuanced 
implications regarding nonhuman animals than many people assume 
as well. First, it might imply that we are morally required to help do-
mesticated and wild animals alike. In the Anthropocene, we might 
not have the option of simply leaving wild animals alone anymore, 
since we are already harming and interfering with many wild animals 
whether we like it or not. Thus, the question that we will increasingly 
face is: Will we attempt to reduce and repair the harm and interference 
that human activity is already causing wild animals? Or will we instead 
allow this harm and interference to continue unabated? Given these 
options, we might conclude that we morally ought to help wild animals 
as much as reasonably possible after all.

Second, rights theory might also imply that we are morally per-
mitted to harm both domesticated and wild animals if necessary, 
within certain limits. For example, suppose that if we kill 10,000 lab 
animals, then we can develop a medicine that will save 10,000,000, or 
that if we kill 10,000 wild animals, then we can prevent an outbreak 
that would kill 10,000,000. Suppose further that we have no other 
way to achieve these goals, and that killing these animals will do a lot 
more good than harm overall (assumptions which, again, we might 
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question in practice). In these cases, a rights theory that includes a 
harm threshold might imply that we can permissibly kill these animals. 
Granted, we would be killing many animals as a means to further ends. 
But if the stakes are sufficiently high, then perhaps we can do that.

2.8.  A partial convergence

For these reasons, the Anthropocene might produce a partial con-
vergence between some consequentialist and nonconsequentialist 
theories, such as utilitarianism and rights theory, in practice. To be 
clear, I am not claiming that the Anthropocene will produce a par-
tial convergence between all such theories. There are many theories 
in both of these categories, and while some might have the features 
that I discussed here, others might not. I am also not claiming that the 
Anthropocene will produce a full convergence between such theories. 
There are still many issues about which they might diverge. Still, in-
sofar as the Anthropocene might have this effect, this is a powerful re-
sult. It allows us to be more confident that some policies are right, and 
it also allows proponents of different moral theories to work together 
to pursue these policies.

In particular, I have argued that utilitarianism and rights theory, 
as I have interpreted them here, converge on roughly the following 
views about how to treat animals in practice, in the Anthropocene. 
First, we have a duty to help animals as much as we reasonably can, 
within certain limits. But we also have a right to spend at least some 
spare time and money on our own projects and relationships, again, 
within certain limits. For utilitarians, we have these duties and rights 
because they allow us to help animals effectively and sustainably, given 
the increasing complexity of harm in the world. For rights theorists, 
we have these duties and rights because they allow us to reduce and 
repair the harm that we cause to animals, given our increasing com-
plicity in harm in the world. Either way, we have these duties and rights 
in practice.

Second, we have a moral duty to avoid harming and killing ani-
mals unnecessarily in the course of pursuing our goals. But we also 
have a right, and perhaps a duty, to harm or kill animals in particular 
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cases, such as cases involving self-​defense, other-​defense, euthanasia, 
unintended harm, or the sufficiently greater good. For utilitarians, 
we have these duties and rights because they allow us to strike a bal-
ance between, on one hand, doing good directly through harm-​ben-
efit analysis, and, on the other hand, doing good indirectly through an 
investment in rules, rights, virtues, relationships, and other structures 
that promote the general good. For rights theorists, we have these 
duties and rights because there can be exceptions to standard moral 
duties. Either way, we have these duties and rights in practice.

For utilitarians and rights theorists who accept this kind of 
framework, animal ethics will involve consequentialist as well as 
nonconsequentialist reasoning in practice. On one hand, we will have 
to use harm-​benefit analysis in order to estimate the impacts of our ac-
tivity on human and nonhuman animals alike. On the other hand, we 
will also have to constrain our use of harm-​benefit analysis by adopting 
a strong presumption in favor of following rules, cultivating virtues, 
and cultivating relationships of care with humans and nonhumans 
alike. On the other other hand, we will also have to be prepared to 
perform actions that are ordinarily impermissible according to these 
constraints, if and when we find ourselves in tragic situations where 
exceptions apply or where the stakes are sufficiently high.

For people who accept this kind of framework, we will have to ask 
difficult additional questions. For example, suppose that we accept 
that we can permissibly kill one human to save 1,000 humans. Should 
we also accept that we can permissibly kill one human to save 1,000 
ants and that we can permissibly kill one ant to save 1,000 humans, or 
should we instead accept higher or lower thresholds in these cases to 
account for the differences between humans and ants? Also, suppose 
that if we kill one animal now, then we can spare 1,000 animals from 
having bad lives in the future. Is sparing a future animal the same as 
saving a current animal? These questions are hard, and how we answer 
them will have profound implications for our duties to animals in the 
Anthropocene, as we will see in Chapters 7 and 8.

How much convergence we see might depend on our answers 
to other questions too. When we reason as consequentialists, a lot 
depends on our context and the extent of our personal limitations. 
For example, some people might have jobs that require them to make 
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tragic choices more frequently than other people. Also, some people 
might be able and willing to apply harm-​benefit analysis more impar-
tially than other people. As a result, some people might be warranted 
in applying harm-​benefit analysis more frequently than other people. 
My own view, which I can express without fully defending here, is that 
the truth is likely somewhere in the middle for most of us. That is, most 
people in most situations will likely need to strike a balance between 
consequentialist and nonconsequentialist ways of thinking in practice.

Similarly, when we reason as nonconsequentialists, a lot depends on the 
extent of our complicity and the extent of exceptions to standard moral 
duties. For example, we kill many wild animals both directly and indirectly. 
Are we equally complicit in all of these harms, or are we more complicit in 
direct harms than in indirect harms? Also, suppose that we regularly have 
the chance to kill one to save, say, 100. Do we accept a harm threshold, and, 
if so, is it lower or higher than 100? Once again, my own view, which I can 
express without fully defending here, is that the truth is likely somewhere 
in the middle. We are complicit in at least some indirect harms, namely, at 
least reasonably foreseeable indirect harms, and we should accept at least 
some harm threshold, namely, at least a reasonably high harm threshold.

In this book, I will consider our duties to nonhuman animals in the 
Anthropocene from the perspective of this pluralistic moral frame-
work. For anyone who accepts roughly this framework (or, at least, the 
part of this framework that involves harming animals less and helping 
them more), there will be many projects on which we can collaborate 
in the short term. In particular, I will argue that we can work together 
to reduce our use of animals and increase our support for animals in a 
variety of ways. Of course, many important disagreements will remain, 
for instance concerning how to resolve difficult trade-​offs and about 
how to set long-​term goals. But we can work together to make prog-
ress in the short term while we continue to discuss these other, harder 
questions about what to do in the long run.

2.9.  Exploitation, extermination, and ambivalence

When we consider animal ethics in the Anthropocene from the 
standpoint of this pluralistic moral framework, we can make a lot of 
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progress, but we also have to accept a lot of ambivalence. We can make 
a lot of progress because we can agree on the general parameters of 
discussion. Morality requires thinking about values, duties, rights, 
virtues, relationships, and structures in an integrated manner. The 
more we accept this basic idea, the more we can work together to an-
swer difficult questions. However, we also have to accept a lot of am-
bivalence, because this kind of moral framework will produce very few 
clear, universal moral truths in a world with this much complexity and 
complicity. Instead, it will produce a lot of difficult trade-​offs that re-
quire careful, contextual thinking to resolve.18

For example, consider two current debates in animal ethics. First, 
consider the debate about the logic of the larder, an argument that 
defends the practice of exploiting captive animals, such as farmed or 
lab animals, for human benefit. Some people think that we can permis-
sibly exploit these animals not only because doing so benefits us, but 
also because doing so benefits the animals. Granted, some farmed and 
lab animals might have bad lives, that is, lives that are worse for these 
animals than nonexistence. But others might have good lives, that is, 
lives that, while far from ideal, are still better for these animals than 
nonexistence. In these latter cases, some people think, exploitation is 
good for all involved, since the exploited animals benefit from exist-
ence and everyone else benefits from the exploitation.

Second, consider the debate about the logic of the logger, a structur-
ally similar argument that defends the practice of exterminating wild 
animals, such as “pests,” “predators,” and “invasive species,” for human 
benefit. Some people think that we can permissibly exterminate these 
animals not only because doing so benefits us, but also because doing 
so benefits the animals. Granted, some wild animals might have good 
lives, that is, lives that are better for these animals than nonexistence. 
But others might have bad lives—​that is, lives that, while good in some 
respects, are still worse for these animals than nonexistence. In these 
latter cases, some people think, extermination is good for all involved, 
since the exterminated animals benefit from nonexistence and eve-
ryone else benefits from the extermination.

How should a utilitarian evaluate these arguments? When all we 
consider is utilitarianism at the theoretical level of morality, the answer 
might seem clear: We should use and kill these animals. But when we 
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consider utilitarianism at the practical level of morality, the answer is 
less clear. For example, we have to ask: Do we have enough time, in-
formation, and rationality to estimate the impacts of these practices 
reliably? How will using and killing animals shape our perceptions of 
animals and our treatment of animals in the future? And do we have 
the resolve that we need to use and kill animals only in cases where 
doing so is net positive? Or is there a risk that using and killing animals 
in these cases will lead us to use and kill animals in many other cases as 
well, including cases where doing so is net negative?

Similarly, how should a rights theorist evaluate these practices? 
When all we consider is rights theory at the theoretical level of mo-
rality, the answer might seem clear: We should not use or kill these 
animals. But when we consider rights theory at the practical level of 
morality, the answer is less clear. For example, we have to ask: Are we 
responsible for the problems that using or killing these animals would 
solve? Are we morally permitted to use or kill animals in cases where 
doing so would either benefit them or, at least, not harm them? And 
if we accept a harm threshold, is the amount of harm that we would 
prevent by using or killing these animals high enough to outweigh 
the amount of harm that we would cause, and, once again, do we have 
reason to be confident in our assessment of these harms and benefits?

These questions entangle the consequentialist and nonconse
quentialist parts of morality together. The more we account for the 
complexity of suffering and our epistemic, practical, and motivational 
limitations, the more we will see the need to supplement consequen-
tialist thinking with nonconsequentialist thinking. And the more we 
account for our complicity in suffering and possible exceptions to 
standard moral duties, the more we will see the need to supplement 
nonconsequentialist thinking with consequentialist thinking. This is 
part of why ethics will be so complex in the Anthropocene. Not only 
will we need to think about values, duties, rights, virtues, relationships, 
structures, and so on all at the same time, but we will also need to think 
about some of these factors in the course of thinking about others.

If this analysis is at least roughly correct, then it vindicates the 
idea—​found in virtue ethics, care ethics, and other such traditions—​
that morality cannot be reduced to a simple, unified set of values or 
principles, at least in practice.19 In this respect, ethics is like science. 
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Even if we think that the fundamental laws of science are simple and 
unified, we still need to think in terms of physics, chemistry, biology, 
ecology, and so on in order to be able to predict what will happen in 
everyday life. Similarly, even if we think that the fundamental laws of 
ethics are simple and unified, we still need to think in terms of values, 
rules, virtues, relationships, and so on in order to be able to decide 
what to do in everyday life. In short, accepting that morality is simple 
in theory is not a reason to deny that it can be complex in practice.

Fortunately, in many cases it will be clear what we should do, be-
cause all relevant considerations will support the same analysis. For in-
stance, as we will see, practices such as factory farming, deforestation, 
and the wildlife trade are clearly morally wrong because they cause 
massive and unnecessary suffering, violate human and nonhuman 
rights, express vicious attitudes toward vulnerable others, and place us 
in oppressive relationships with vulnerable others. We can also take 
solace in the fact that, if we bring about structural changes with human 
and nonhuman interests in mind (for instance, by developing animal-​
free sources of food and medicine), then we can prevent many conflicts 
from arising in the first place. But insofar as conflicts still arise, we will 
need to think carefully and contextually about what to do.

2.10.   Conclusion

My goal in this chapter was to explore the implications of the idea 
that we at least have a moral duty not to harm sentient beings unnec-
essarily, and to reduce and repair that harm when we do, for animal 
ethics in the Anthropocene. I considered this question from two moral 
perspectives: a utilitarian perspective, according to which we should 
help others where possible, and a rights theory perspective, according 
to which we should avoid harming others where possible. I argued that, 
given the limits on our knowledge, power, and motivation, as well as 
the source, scale, and complexity of nonhuman animal suffering, these 
perspectives converge on the general idea that we should help animals 
where possible, and that we should harm others only where necessary 
for self-​defense, other-​defense, and other such purposes.

 



Animal ethics in a human world  39

This partial convergence is important, since it identifies a shared 
moral framework that can serve as the basis for collective political ac-
tion. In particular, I will argue, we can agree that we should include 
animals in health and environmental advocacy and policy, by reducing 
our use of animals and increasing our support for animals. We can 
also agree that doing this work ethically and effectively will require 
pluralistic moral thinking in practice. For both utilitarians and rights 
theorists, deciding what to do in the Anthropocene is likely never a 
simple matter of, on one hand, estimating benefits and harms, or, on 
the other hand, privileging harms that we cause over harms that we 
allow. When we accept that we must operate in a space between these 
extremes, we can make substantial progress.

At the same time, utilitarianism, rights theory, and other moral the-
ories with similar features might still diverge with respect to some of 
the details, and these potential divergences will be instructive. For ex-
ample, even if we agree that morality is moderately (rather than ex-
tremely or minimally) demanding in many cases in practice, we might 
still disagree about exactly what that means. And, even if we agree that 
morality is moderately (rather than minimally or extremely) restrictive 
in many cases in practice, we might still disagree about exactly what 
that means, too. As we will see later, we might disagree about other 
important issues, as well—​for example, about whether we should pro-
mote total or average happiness (or some other outcome), and whether 
we can harm or wrong distant future animals at all.

In Chapter 3, I will survey how our use of animals is contributing to 
global threats such as pandemics and climate change, as well as how 
these global threats are, in turn, contributing to nonhuman suffering 
and death. I will also argue that we morally ought to include animals 
in health and environmental advocacy and policy, by reducing our use 
of them as part of our mitigation efforts and increasing our support for 
them as part of our adaptation efforts. I will then, in Chapters 4 and 
5, reply to some objections to this argument and propose some steps 
that we can take in the short term, insofar as we accept this conclusion. 
Finally, in Chapters 6–​8, I will survey some difficult questions that we 
need to answer before we can know what kind of world to build for 
human and nonhuman animals in the long run.
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3
Animals, pandemics, and 

climate change

3.1.   Introduction

Humans evolved as one species among many. About 12,000 years ago, 
fewer than five million humans shared the population with everyone 
else.1 We all know what happened next. Humans discovered how to 
domesticate nonhuman animals and plants for agriculture. We built 
states around these agricultural centers. And we expanded these 
states through conquest and colonialism. As a result, we gradually 
spread throughout the world, and we gradually remade the world in 
our image. At present, humans and domesticated nonhuman animals 
and plants live all over the world. And we are increasingly living not in 
natural environments that accommodate many species but rather in 
artificial environments that privilege the needs of humans and select 
nonhumans over the needs of everyone else.

While these developments benefit many humans and nonhumans, 
they harm many humans and nonhumans as well. For example, fac-
tory farming, deforestation, and the wildlife trade harm and kill 
many animals each year. They also contribute to pandemics, climate 
change, and other global threats. These global threats, in turn, harm 
and kill humans and nonhumans alike, both directly and indirectly. 
For instance, pandemics kill many animals through the spread of di-
sease, and climate change kills many animals through fires, floods, 
and other extreme weather events. In addition, both pandemics and 
climate change kill many animals by altering human and nonhuman 
interactions—​for instance, by leading humans to exploit, exterminate, 
or neglect nonhumans at higher rates.

My aim in this chapter is to survey these links between ani-
mals, pandemics, and climate change and to call for health and 
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environmental advocacy and policy frameworks that reflect these 
links. In particular, I will argue that we should include animals in 
health and environmental advocacy and policy by reducing our use of 
animals as part of our pandemic and climate change mitigation efforts 
and increasing our support for animals as part of our pandemic and 
climate change adaptation efforts. Extending policy frameworks such 
as One Health and the Green New Deal, I will also argue that we should 
do this work holistically, structurally, and comprehensively, by linking 
human, nonhuman, and environmental health as well as social, eco-
nomic, and environmental justice, for humans and nonhumans alike.

As with my discussion of moral theories, my discussion of animals, 
pandemics, and climate change will be both selective and general. 
I will neither discuss all of the interactions between humans and other 
animals in the modern world nor discuss the interactions between an-
imals, pandemics, and climate change in full detail. It would take many 
books to discuss these topics comprehensively. Instead, I will discuss a 
particular set of interactions between animals, pandemics, and climate 
change so that I can explore their moral and political implications. As 
I will argue, to the degree that animals are central to pandemics and cli-
mate change, both as causes and as victims, we have a responsibility to 
center them in our mitigation and adaptation efforts, both by harming 
them less and by helping them more.

3.2.  How we treat animals

The world is changing, and human activity is changing it. During the 
past 400 years, our impact on the planet has steadily increased, to the 
point that many scientists now see human activity as the dominant 
force on the planet. As we have seen, some call this new epoch the 
Anthropocene, to reflect the fact that humanity is now the dominant 
force on the planet. Others call it the Capitalocene, to reflect the fact 
that human economic activity is now the dominant force on the planet. 
The former term makes sense insofar as humans are the cause of this 
economic activity. The latter term makes sense insofar as human ec-
onomic activity in particular, rather than human activity in general, 
is producing the relevant changes. Either way, people generally agree 
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that human economic activity is systematically reshaping the global 
environment.2

Humans bring about these changes in many ways. We build cities 
that accommodate (some) humans and nonhumans while neglecting 
many others. We consume resources at a faster rate than the planet 
can produce them. We produce waste at a faster rate than the planet 
can process it. We pollute the land, air, and water with light, noise, 
and plastic, making it difficult for many animals to see, hear, and 
live. And so on. But we can focus for the sake of specificity on three 
practices whose impacts are particularly relevant: factory farming, de-
forestation, and the wildlife trade. In each case, we can focus on how 
these practices impact animals now, and we can then consider how 
these practices contribute to pandemics and climate change and how 
pandemics and climate change impact animals, in a moment.3

Start with factory farming. We now produce the vast majority 
of animal products industrially, through a factory farming system 
that systematically interferes with captive animals and an indus-
trial fishing system that systematically interferes with wild animals.4 
These systems allow us to kill many more animals for food each year 
than nonindustrial systems could. In particular, we currently kill 
more than 100 billion animals for food each year through factory 
farming and anywhere from 1 to 3 trillion animals each year through 
industrial fishing.5 To put these numbers in perspective, the total 
number of farmed animals killed for food each year rivals the total 
number of humans who have ever existed.6 And the total number of 
wild animals killed for food each year exceeds this number by at least 
an order of magnitude.

Needless to say, these practices have a massive impact on animals. 
We breed many farmed animals to grow as big as possible as quickly 
as possible. We separate them from friends and family and confine 
them in cramped, toxic spaces with many other animals. We control 
them through castration, debeaking, tail docking, and more, typically 
without anesthesia. We transport them in crowded trucks without 
food, water, or medical care. And we kill them with methods that cause 
substantial unnecessary suffering. For example, we slaughter most 
land animals in slaughterhouses that employ “disassembly lines” that 
prioritize efficiency over worker or animal welfare.7 And we slaughter 
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most aquatic animals, farmed and wild alike, by crushing or suffo-
cating them, processes that are both slow and agonizing.8

Now take deforestation.9 We have already reduced the global tree 
population by about 46%, and deforestation rates are increasing.10 
Many practices are contributing to this trend, including agriculture, 
development, and transportation.11 But while all of these factors 
are important, the link between animal agriculture and deforesta-
tion is particularly important for our purposes. Animal agriculture 
contributes to deforestation in several ways, since we need to clear land 
not only to house animals but also to allow some animals to graze and 
to grow crops for other animals to eat. This means that animal agri-
culture tends to require much more space than plant agriculture, es-
pecially for animals such as cows, and especially for farms that allow 
animals at least some space to live at least somewhat naturally.12

Deforestation has a massive impact on animals as well. Forests are 
densely populated spaces, and we harm and kill many animals when 
we clear them. We also harm and kill many animals indirectly, by amp-
lifying natural threats ranging from resource scarcity to temperature 
swings.13 In many of these cases, this damage is intentional, such as 
when we destroy animal habitats to clear land for development. In 
many other cases, this damage might not be intentional but is still 
foreseeable and avoidable, such as when we disrupt migration routes 
as a side effect of development. Either way, the scale of this harm is 
staggering. For example, at least a billion vertebrates die in building 
and vehicle collisions every year.14 In 2019, more than 300 birds col-
lided with a single building in a single night.15

Finally, take the wildlife trade. We commodify tens of millions of 
wild animals each year for a variety of reasons. We breed or capture 
some wild animals to sell their bones, skins, teeth, or other parts as 
trophies, food, or medicine. We also breed or capture some wild an-
imals to sell them as food, companions, or entertainment. Many of 
these animals end up in live markets—​that is, open air markets where 
humans keep animals in captivity and then slaughter them in front of 
customers. Many others end up in circuses, zoos, aquariums, research 
labs, or “sanctuaries” that are in fact breeding centers for the wildlife 
trade. Much of this activity is illegal, but much of it is also legal, and it 
can often be hard for consumers and regulators to tell the difference. At 
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present, even the illegal wildlife trade earns an estimated $8 billion to 
$20 billion annually.16

Like factory farming and deforestation, the wildlife trade has a mas-
sive impact on animals. In cases where we capture wild animals, we 
cause them physical as well as emotional distress. We separate them 
from their families (which, of course, harms their family members as 
well) and transport them over great distances, which can cause illness, 
injury, pain, suffering, anxiety, depression, and, for many, death during 
capture or transport. In cases where we breed wild animals for the 
wildlife trade, we cause similar effects. And of course, in many cases 
we also intentionally harm and neglect captive wild animals, for in-
stance by experimenting on them, extracting bodily fluids from them, 
or leaving them without access to food, water, companionship, enrich-
ment, or veterinary care.17

3.3.  Why our treatment of animals matters 
for animals

When we evaluate our impacts on nonhuman animals, we need to 
evaluate them not only at the species level, by considering our impacts 
on biodiversity, but also at the individual level, by considering our 
impacts on animal welfare. After all, nonhuman animals are more than 
parts of a whole, like drops of water or grains of sand. They are living, 
breathing, thinking, feeling individuals, and what they need as individ-
uals can differ from what they need as species. We can see these points 
clearly when we consider our own species. Suppose that we ensure that 
humanity survives to see another generation. Does that guarantee that 
humans will have good lives? Of course not. As all recorded history 
makes clear, many humans can suffer and die unnecessarily even if hu-
manity survives. The same is true for other animals.

There are several important ways that the needs of individual ani-
mals can differ from the needs of species. First, if particular animals 
have bad lives, then creating more of these animals can be good for the 
species but bad for the individuals, since it can subject them to lives 
that are worse for them than nonexistence. (And vice versa for creating 
fewer of them.) Second, even if particular animals have good lives, 
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creating more of these animals can still be bad for many of them, since 
it can subject them to increased competition. (And vice versa for cre-
ating fewer of them.) As we will see in Chapters 7 and 8, a lot depends 
on what we think about well-​being and population ethics. But there 
is no question that individual and species needs can differ. And when 
they do, we will need to consider all these needs holistically.

These points apply to domesticated and wild animals alike. As we 
have seen, domesticated animals can have hard lives even when do-
mesticated species are thriving. Humans breed the vast majority of do-
mesticated animals with particular roles in mind (ranging from “food” 
to “friend”), and we then treat them accordingly. And while some of 
these roles are better for animals than others, they all expose animals 
to risks. For instance, even when we breed animals for companionship, 
we might still optimize more for cuteness and docility than for health 
and well-​being.18 We then not only harm but neglect many of these an-
imals. For instance, we breed many more companion animals than we 
can support, with the result that millions suffer and die each year in the 
streets or in overcrowded shelters.19

Likewise, wild animals can have hard lives even when wild species 
are thriving. We have already considered some human sources of wild 
animal suffering, and we will consider others later. Importantly, there 
are many natural sources of wild animal suffering, too. Wild animals 
suffer and die all the time as a result of hunger, thirst, illness, injury, 
predation, parasitism, and reproductive strategies that involve having 
a very large number of babies at once, such that some can survive even 
if any particular one is very likely to die.20 It would be a mistake to 
think that these processes are good for animals simply because these 
processes are “natural,” and it would also be a mistake to think that 
intervening in these processes is bad for animals simply because inter-
vention is “unnatural.”

These impacts are relevant to animal ethics in the Anthropocene 
for consequentialists as well as nonconsequentialists. From a conse-
quentialist perspective, these impacts underscore the complexity of 
animal suffering in the Anthropocene. Unless we bring about an end 
to all life on this planet (which is currently a risk as well21), every op-
tion available to us will likely produce “winners” and “losers,” in the 
following sense: Some species will likely expand and others will likely 
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contract. When species expand, there will likely be more animals with 
good lives as well as more animals with bad lives. And when species 
contract, there will likely be fewer animals with good lives as well as 
fewer animals with bad lives. Thinking about these issues like a conse-
quentialist requires considering all of these impacts holistically, which 
is very hard to do well.

Moreover, insofar as we consider all of these impacts holistically, we 
might face surprising questions. For example, should we even be mit-
igating and adapting to pandemics and climate change at all? When 
all we consider is humans, the answer is clearly yes. Pandemics and 
climate change are clearly bad for humanity, and so mitigation and ad-
aptation are clearly good for humanity. But when we consider other 
species as well, the answer is less clear. After all, there are many more 
nonhumans than humans, and there is no guarantee that the global 
changes that benefit us will also benefit them. Thus, there is no guar-
antee that the global changes that benefit us will be net positive. 
Granted, we might think that if we have better lives, then we can ensure 
that other animals do, too. But are we warranted in thinking that?

Meanwhile, from a nonconsequentialist perspective, these impacts 
underscore the source, scale, and complexity of animal suffering in 
the Anthropocene. Insofar as animals are suffering or dying as a re-
sult of human activity, we might have a moral duty to intervene in 
at least some cases so that we can reduce and repair human-​caused 
harms. Insofar as animals are suffering or dying as a result of preda-
tion or parasitism, we might have a moral duty, or at least moral right, 
to intervene in at least some cases so that we can protect animals from 
other animals. And insofar as we accept a harm threshold in our moral 
theory and a very large number of animals are suffering or dying, we 
might have a moral duty, or at least a moral right, to intervene in at 
least some cases on the grounds that the stakes are sufficiently high.

Moreover, as with consequentialism, insofar as we think about an-
imal suffering in these terms, we might face surprising questions. For 
example, in a world where human activity partly determines which an-
imals can exist and what kinds of lives they can have, can we still de-
scribe some animals as captive and domesticated and others as free and 
wild, or must we instead describe all animals as at least partly captive 
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and domesticated?22 We will return to this issue when we discuss the 
legal and political status of animals in Chapter 6. But first, it will help 
to examine in more detail why our treatment of animals matters for 
pandemics, climate change, and other such threats, as well as why 
pandemics, climate change, and other such threats matter for animals, 
so that we can appreciate the full scope of the problem.

3.4.  Why our treatment of animals matters 
for pandemics

Wild animals carry an estimated 10,000 viruses that have the poten-
tial to spread to humans, and the more we interact, the more we risk 
inducing outbreaks.23 COVID-​19 is only the most recent in a long line 
of such outbreaks. There have been many more in the past, and there 
will be many more in the future. And as we all now know, each time an 
outbreak occurs, we face the risk of a pandemic that can harm and kill 
millions, both directly and indirectly. In particular, pandemics can kill 
human and nonhuman animals not only by making us sick but also by 
disrupting social, political, economic, and ecological systems on which 
we normally rely.24 The question that we must now ask is: How does 
our treatment of nonhuman animals in factory farming, deforestation, 
and the wildlife trade contribute to pandemics?25

Factory farming has a massive impact on global health in ge-
neral. Factory-​farmed animals produce an enormous amount of 
waste, and many factory farms simply allow this waste to accu-
mulate and then dump it in the surrounding areas, which pollutes 
the air, land, and water and makes people sick in multiple ways. 
For example, it can damage the health of people who work in 
factory farms, damage the health of people who live in the sur-
rounding areas, and damage the health of people who consume an-
imal products, which can be contaminated by this waste as well. 
To make matters worse, factory farms and slaughterhouses are dis-
proportionately located in low-​income communities, including 
low-​income communities of color, where people tend to have less 
power to advocate for themselves.26
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Factory farming increases the risk of pandemics as well. Factory 
farms are ideal places for zoonotic diseases to not only spread but also 
develop. Factory farms routinely use antimicrobials to stimulate growth 
in animals and prevent the spread of disease; for example, about 80% 
of all antibiotics in the United States are sold for use in animal agri-
culture.27 This makes factory farms ideal places for antimicrobial-​re-
sistant mutations to develop and spread among animals and workers 
alike.28 Antimicrobial use is increasingly common in aquatic animal 
agriculture as well, and novel pathogens can easily develop and spread 
among aquatic animals, too. Moreover, these pathogens can affect not 
only farmed aquatic animals but also wild aquatic animals, given how 
frequently these populations interact in practice.29

Now take deforestation. Like factory farming, deforestation has a 
massive impact on global health in general. Forests contain not only 
many animals but also 80% of all terrestrial species.30 So, when we 
clear forests for animal agriculture or other purposes, we kill many an-
imals and drive many species to extinction. The resulting biodiversity 
loss can, in turn, affect everything from the air that we breathe to the 
water that we drink to the land that we farm. And while these envi-
ronmental changes can be problematic for everyone, they can be par-
ticularly problematic for the roughly 250 million humans who live 
in or near forests, many of whom depend on clean water not only for 
drinking but also for growing food. So, when deforestation pollutes the 
water, it can make it harder for many people to survive.31

Deforestation also increases the risk of pandemics in several related 
ways. First, when we clear forests, we are more likely to interact with 
the wild animals who live there, both because we encroach on their 
habitats and because, as a result, we might force them to encroach on 
ours.32 Second, biodiversity not only supports ecosystem services on 
which humans and nonhumans depend but also suppresses disease 
spread within nonhuman populations. For example, when deforest-
ation reduces mosquito and snail biodiversity, the mosquitos who 
survive tend to be better at transmitting malaria, and the snails who 
survive tend to be better hosts for parasitic flatworms.33 So, insofar as 
deforestation supports biodiversity loss, it also increases the risk that 
diseases will spread both within and beyond nonhuman populations.
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Finally, take the wildlife trade. Like factory farming and deforest-
ation, the wildlife trade has a massive impact on global health in ge-
neral. In many cases we sell animal products as medicine when, in fact, 
they have no medicinal value, or we use animals as research subjects 
when, in fact, they are poor models for human health. These practices 
not only harm nonhumans but also harm humans by subjecting them 
to inadequate medical care. More generally, as with other uses of ani-
mals, the wildlife trade forces many captive animals to live in cramped, 
toxic conditions. This exposes these animals to increased risk of ill-
ness, and it also exposes many other humans and nonhumans to sim-
ilar risks, both because of diseases that captive animals already carry 
and because of diseases that they contract in captivity.

Additionally, and relatedly, the wildlife trade also increases the risk 
of pandemics in several ways. First, as COVID-​19 possibly illustrates, 
when we capture and transport animals, we risk introducing zoonotic 
diseases to novel populations, including human, domesticated animal, 
and wild animal populations. And when we keep and kill wild ani-
mals in close proximity to other human and nonhuman animals, we 
once again create ideal conditions for diseases to develop and spread.34 
Second, since humans attach a higher economic value to endangered 
species than to nonendangered species, our economic incentive to 
target particular animals increases as they become more endangered. 
As a result, the wildlife trade can contribute to biodiversity loss, which, 
as we have seen, can contribute to pandemics as well.

Importantly, many of these animal welfare and global health 
impacts are linked. For example, when we keep animals in cramped, 
toxic environments, we both make them suffer more and make them 
more likely to become sick and make others sick. Similarly, part of why 
animal agriculture increases the risk of pandemics is that it increases 
the risk that diseases will develop and spread. But another part of why 
it increases this risk is that it contributes to deforestation, which has 
similar effects. This is why, whenever people call for slowing or stop-
ping deforestation, they are also, whether they know it or not, calling 
for slowing or stopping animal agriculture, since there is no way to 
meaningfully slow or stop deforestation—​at least not at the scale that 
we need—​without doing the same for animal agriculture.35



50  Saving Animals, Saving Ourselves

3.5.  Why our treatment of animals matters 
for climate change

We will likely see at least a 2–​4 degrees Celsius increase in global av-
erage temperatures above preindustrial levels by the end of the cen-
tury.36 And even if we can limit climate change to this increase, it will 
still have a massive impact on the planet. For instance, it will likely 
cause melting ice caps; rising sea levels; flooding coastal cities; an in-
crease in the frequency and intensity of extreme weather events; and 
regional conflicts over land, water, energy, and food.37 Like pandemics, 
climate change will also be a threat multiplier that exacerbates existing 
problems, making it even harder for people to meet basic needs.38 The 
question that we must now ask is: How does human exploitation and 
extermination of nonhuman animals, this time focusing on factory 
farming and deforestation, contribute to climate change?

Factory farming has a massive impact not only on animal welfare 
and global health but also on the environment. Animal agriculture is 
incredibly inefficient, consuming about 83% of all farmland and about 
56% of all freshwater yet producing only about 18% of all calories.39 
It also contributes to industrial fishing, since, for example, we feed 
wild-​caught fishes to many farmed fishes.40 Industrial fishing, in turn, 
causes further harm to the environment. For example, when we drag 
nets along the ocean floor, we not only kill animals but also release 
sediment into the water, disrupting food chains. And when we place 
explosives and poisons in the water, we produce similar effects.41 As 
a result of these inhumane, unhealthful, and unsustainable practices, 
many targeted species are likely to go extinct by 2050.42

Factory farming is also a leading contributor to human-​caused cli-
mate change. In general, animal agriculture is responsible for an esti-
mated 9% of carbon dioxide emissions, 37% of methane emissions, 
and 65% of nitrous oxide emissions. As a result, this industry is re-
sponsible for an estimated 14.5% of total greenhouse gas emissions 
on a 100-​year timescale, as well as much higher percentages on much 
shorter timescales. Why is animal agriculture responsible for different 
percentages on different timescales? The reason is that methane and 
nitrous oxide trap heat more effectively than carbon dioxide, and they 
also stay in the atmosphere for less time. So, when we estimate our 
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climate impacts on shorter timescales, the estimated contribution that 
animal agriculture makes to our total climate impacts will be higher.43

As with factory farming, deforestation has a massive impact on 
the environment in general. We have already seen how clearing 
forests can increase biodiversity loss, which can impact the air, land, 
and water. But we should also note that some methods of clearing 
forests can amplify this effect, either intentionally or, at least, fore-
seeably. For example, a common method of clearing forests is con-
trolled fires. But as the 2019 Amazon wildfires illustrate, controlled 
fires are not always as controlled as the name suggests. Slash-​and-​
burn agriculture, which involves the use of fire to clear land for 
crops and farmed animals (in this case primarily cows44) can easily 
spiral out of control. When it does, it can cause much more damage 
than was intended, both for Indigenous humans and for nonhuman 
animals.45

Like factory farming, deforestation is also a leading contributor to 
human-​caused climate change. Forests are carbon sinks, which means 
that they absorb more carbon than they release. Indeed, while humans 
might be working to develop new technologies to capture and store 
carbon, we still have yet to develop a technology that can do so as ef-
ficiently as trees.46 As a result, when we cut down trees, we not only 
release stored carbon into the atmosphere but also make it harder for 
the planet to capture and store carbon in the future.47 And of course, 
forests are much easier to destroy than they are to create. It only takes 
weeks to destroy a forest and release carbon into the atmosphere. In 
contrast, it takes decades to create a forest and absorb carbon from the 
atmosphere in similar quantities.48

As with pandemics, many of these impacts are linked. For example, 
as we have seen, part of why factory farming contributes to climate 
change is through direct emissions, but part of why it contributes to 
climate change is through indirect emissions, via its contribution to 
deforestation. With that said, there can be trade-​offs between these 
impacts as well. Take factory farming. If all we care about is animal 
welfare, then we might see fish or chicken farming as worse than beef 
or dairy farming, since fish and chicken farming harm and kill more 
individual animals per meal produced. In contrast, if all we care about 
is climate change, then we might see beef or dairy farming as worse 
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than fish or chicken farming, since beef and dairy farming emit more 
greenhouse gases both directly and indirectly per meal produced.

As I will discuss throughout the book, these interactions are why 
we need to think about welfare, health, and environmental issues ho-
listically and structurally. If all we think about is animal welfare, then 
we might advocate for replacing chicken with beef in order to reduce 
animal suffering. In contrast, if all we think about is climate change, 
then we might advocate for replacing beef with chicken in order to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions. But if we think about these issues 
together, then we can see that we need to replace animal-​based foods 
with plant-​based foods in order to reduce both of these harms simul-
taneously. And if we think about how our current social, political, and 
economic policies make this substitution hard, then we can pursue 
policy changes that might make this substitution easier in the future.

Yet even when we think about all of these welfare, health, and envi-
ronmental impacts holistically and structurally, we are still thinking 
about only half of the equation. Animals are central to pandemics, cli-
mate change, and other global threats not only as causes (through no 
fault of their own) but also as victims. That is, not only does our ex-
ploitation and extermination of animals contribute to pandemics, cli-
mate change, and other global threats. But pandemics, climate change, 
and other global threats then harm animals all over again. Thus, I will 
argue, we need to think holistically and structurally not only about 
how to mitigate these threats but also about how to adapt to them. How 
will pandemics impact animals? How will climate change impact ani-
mals? And how will they impact our treatment of animals?

3.6.  Why pandemics matter for animals

Consider first why pandemics matter for animals.49 As we have seen, 
many nonhuman animals carry zoonotic diseases whether or not 
humans interact with them. But they might spread these diseases more 
when we do interact with them. At present, humans are responsible for 
the two main drivers of emerging infectious diseases in wild animals, 
namely, exposure to novel domesticated animals via animal agriculture 
and exposure to novel wild animals via the wildlife trade.50 And while 
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many animals can contract particular diseases with no risk of mor-
tality or morbidity, many others might not be so lucky. For example, 
primates such as bonobos, chimpanzees, gorillas, and orangutans are 
vulnerable to many of the same respiratory illnesses as humans, and in 
many cases, they are even more vulnerable than we are.51

With that said, most major global changes will have mixed effects, 
and pandemics are no exception. After all, for each nonhuman popu-
lation that contracts during a pandemic, another might expand to take 
its place. For instance, if an outbreak reduces the number of predators 
in a particular area, then it might increase the number of prey ani-
mals in that area, which, in turn, might impact many other animals 
as well. And since what species and individuals need can come apart, 
these population changes might be good for some animals and bad for 
others. For instance, in an area with reduced predator populations, it 
might be that fewer prey animals suffer and die as a result of predation, 
but it might also be that more prey animals suffer and die as a result of 
overpopulation-​related starvation, with unclear net effects.

As COVID-​19 illustrates, pandemics can impact our treatment 
of animals in many ways as well. Take farmed animals. During a 
pandemic, many farmed animals can be vulnerable to infection. 
Additionally, travel restrictions can disrupt supply chains, making it 
more expensive to keep animals alive.52 When these problems arise, 
a common response is to “cull” farmed animals for either economic 
or public health reasons. Either way, many farmers implement these 
“culls” with brutal efficiency, for instance by suffocating animals53 
or burying them alive.54 Needless to say, these killing methods cause 
profound suffering. At the same time, since ordinary factory farming 
causes profound suffering as well, it is unclear whether these changes 
are good or bad for farmed animals overall, relative to the status quo.

A pandemic can have similarly mixed effects for lab animals. During 
a pandemic, humans might harm lab animals more in some respects, 
by exposing them to diseases either intentionally or accidentally, and 
by conducting harmful, invasive, lethal animal research in the search 
for a treatment or vaccine. But humans might also harm lab animals 
less in some respects, since, for instance, physical distancing might 
slow or stop some “nonessential” animal research. This, however, can 
still harm some lab animals, since it can lead humans to either neglect 
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or “euthanize” lab animals for whom we have no current use.55 As with 
farmed animals, many lab animals might suffer more as a result of this 
exploitation, extermination, and neglect. But many other lab animals 
might suffer less, relative to the status quo.56

Similar remarks apply to animals in zoos. On one hand, a pandemic 
can be bad for zoo animals in some respects, both because humans 
can expose these animals to diseases and because physical distancing 
can lead to reduced attendance, which can lead to less revenue and, in 
many cases, worse animal care. On the other hand, a pandemic can 
also be good for zoo animals in some respects, since smaller crowds 
can reduce stress—​though also, potentially, increase boredom57—​for 
many animals. Since zoos vary in quality, the net effects will likely vary 
as well. In cases where zoos can continue to care for animals even with 
reduced attendance, the net effect might be positive, at least relative 
to the status quo.58 But in cases where they cannot, the net effects will 
likely be negative, even relative to the status quo.59

The same can be true for companion animals. On one hand, a pan-
demic can be bad for companion animals in some respects, since rates 
of abandonment can increase, either because humans see animals as 
carriers or because they lack the resources to care for them.60 Physical 
distancing can also lead to increased interaction with companion an-
imals, which can lead to increased abuse. On the other hand, a pan-
demic can also be good for companion animals in some respects, since 
rates of adoption can increase, and since increased interaction can 
also lead to increased affection.61 As with zoo animals, the net effects 
for companion animals will likely be mixed, relative to the status quo. 
And even though many companion animals currently fare better than 
many other animals, the status quo is far from ideal in this case, too.

These considerations all apply, in different ways, to wild animals, 
as well. On one hand, during a pandemic, humans might not only 
spread diseases to wild animals but might also exploit and exterminate 
wild animals more. For example, insofar as we see animals as cures, 
we might harm or kill them in the search for a treatment or vaccine.62 
Insofar as we see wild animals as carriers, we might label them as 
“pests” and kill them in self-​defense.63 And when we lose the ability to 
make ends meet through relatively humane work, such as tourism, we 
might choose to make ends meet through relatively inhumane work, 
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such as hunting or poaching.64 While nobody can be faulted for doing 
what they need to do to survive (within certain limits of course), the 
toll that this activity can take on wild animals is substantial.

On the other hand, during a pandemic, humans might also exploit 
or exterminate some wild animals less. In the same way that physical 
distancing can lead to more interactions with companion animals, it 
can also lead to fewer interactions with wild animals.65 This can lead 
us to help wild animals less,66 but it can also lead us to harm wild an-
imals less, for instance through harassment, intentional violence, or 
unintentional violence such as vehicle collisions.67 Indeed, during 
COVID-​19, many stories about wild animals reclaiming “human” 
spaces went viral. Some stories, such as about elephants wandering 
through a Yunnan village and dolphins swimming in Venetian canals, 
were fake.68 But others, such as about coyotes exploring San Francisco 
and goats exploring Wales, appear to have been real.69

3.7.  Why climate change matters for animals

Climate change will likely have similar effects, in that it will likely 
harm many animals directly, via changes in the environment, and 
many others indirectly, via changes in human and nonhuman beha-
vior. Human activity is already driving many species to extinction; ac-
cording to one recent estimate, current extinction rates are about 1,000 
times higher than the background extinction rate, and future rates are 
likely to be about 10,000 times higher.70 As a result, many researchers 
believe that we are now entering the sixth mass extinction on this 
planet, and that half of all species could go extinct by the end of the 
century.71 Climate change will likely make a substantial contribution 
to this biodiversity loss, by changing environments too much, and too 
fast, for many species to be able to adapt or relocate.72

But as with pandemics, climate change will likely produce both 
winners and losers in nonhuman populations. For example, since 
many insects and parasites thrive in warmer climates, some insect 
and parasite populations might expand on a warmer planet, with 
increased benefits and harms for these and other animals. More gen-
erally, we might find that climate change favors r-​strategists—​that is, 
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animals with shorter lifespans, smaller bodies, and higher reproduc-
tion rates—​over K-​strategists—​that is, animals with longer lifespans, 
larger bodies, and lower reproduction rates, all else equal. We might 
also find that climate change favors adaptive generalists—​that is, ani-
mals who can survive in a relatively wide range of environments—​over 
niche specialists—​that is, animals who can survive only in a relatively 
narrow range of environments, all else equal.73

Climate change is already having many of these impacts. Together 
with other human-​caused environmental changes, ranging from 
deforestation and development to air and noise pollution, chan-
ging temperatures are profoundly disrupting terrestrial ecosystems. 
Many animals are leaving home in search of new habitats. Aardvarks 
in the Kalahari are starving because of increasing drought.74 Black 
bears in the United States are unable to hibernate because warming 
temperatures are waking them up and preventing them from going to 
sleep.75 The Australian mosaic-​tailed rat is extinct because of rising 
sea levels.76 And as the Australian bushfires illustrate, billions, if not 
trillions, of wild animals have likely already died in climate change–​
related natural disasters such as fires and floods.

Importantly, climate change can impact captive animals, partic-
ularly farmed animals, in some of the same ways (as well as in some 
of the same ways that pandemics do).77 For example, changing 
weather patterns can disrupt food and water availability, and when 
this happens, farmers will be more likely to feed animals less, clean 
cages less, or “cull” animals more. Warmer weather can also increase 
the spread of disease by making animal farms even more ideal places 
for diseases to develop and spread than they already are. And climate 
change–​related natural disasters can threaten farmed animals both 
directly, by destroying facilities, and indirectly, by disrupting supply 
chains. For instance, in 2018, Hurricane Florence killed at least 3.4 mil-
lion farmed chickens in North Carolina alone.78

Climate change will likely have similar impacts on aquatic animals. 
Together with other human-​caused environmental changes, ranging 
from ocean floor dredging to water and noise pollution, changing 
temperatures are already profoundly disrupting aquatic ecosystems. 
Warmer water is less oxygenated, and while some animals, such as 
jellyfishes, can thrive in such conditions, many other animals cannot.79 
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Warmer water also increases ocean acidity, making it harder for 
shellfishes to form shells.80 And it allows parasites to spread, making 
some animals more vulnerable to disease.81 Changing weather patterns 
can disrupt water quality, too. For instance, changes in rain can affect 
salinity in water, which can harm some animals by limiting reproduc-
tion and help other animals by reducing competition.82

Importantly, climate change can impact captive aquatic animals, 
particularly farmed aquatic animals, in many of the same ways as 
well. Changing temperatures can increase fish suffering by decreasing 
oxygen supply, and changing weather patterns can increase fish suf-
fering by altering salinity levels and increasing vulnerability to disease. 
Moreover, as with farmed land animals, changing weather patterns can 
disrupt food and water availability, and when this happens, farmers 
might feed fishes less, which can increase aggression, and they might 
also change water less, which can increase ammonia levels, disease 
spread, and, possibly, antimicrobial use. Likewise, natural disasters can 
threaten farmed aquatic animals both directly, by destroying facilities, 
and indirectly, by disrupting supply chains.83

Finally, climate change can alter human treatment of nonhumans. 
On one hand, in a world reshaped by climate change, there is a risk 
that humans will harm many animals more and help many animals 
less. Climate change, like pandemics, is a threat multiplier. When re-
source scarcity increases for humans, we might exploit nonhumans 
more in order to meet our needs. And when resource scarcity increases 
for nonhumans, they might travel into “human spaces” more in order 
to find food, water, and shelter, at which point we might call them 
“invaders” and “exterminate” them. We all know that climate change 
will produce climate refugees, and that climate refugees will be vulner-
able to many threats, including violence. What we now need to appre-
ciate is that climate refugees can be nonhuman, too.84

On the other hand, in a world reshaped by climate change, there 
is also an opportunity for humans to harm many animals less and 
help many animals more. Both pandemics and climate change are 
reminders that our current social, political, and economic systems 
are deeply inhumane, unhealthful, and unsustainable. As we change 
these systems to mitigate and adapt to future health and environ-
mental threats, we have the opportunity to include other animals in 
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these efforts. Will we take this opportunity? This is up to us. There are 
some grounds for optimism. For example, many people now support 
reducing meat consumption, and many people supported wildlife con-
servation in the wake of the Australia bushfires. While these efforts 
might not be enough, they are also better than nothing, and a good 
starting point.85

3.8.  One Health and the Green New Deal

With that in mind, consider how we might include animals in our 
responses to pandemics and climate change. In general, our available 
responses to these threats fall into two categories. First, we can miti-
gate these threats by reducing the extent to which they arise in the first 
place. Second, we can adapt to these threats by reducing the extent to 
which they impact us when they do arise. And since pandemics and 
climate change are threat multipliers, we can also, as part of our adap-
tation efforts, address the threats that they make worse. The more we 
all have reliable access to food, water, healthcare, income, and other 
such basic goods, the more resilient we can be when pandemics and 
climate change introduce shocks to the system. This is why health and 
environmental justice require social and economic justice as well.

As a result of these considerations, many people are now promoting 
policy frameworks such as One Health for addressing pandemics and 
other health threats. One Health, as defined by the U.S. Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, is a “collaborative, multisectoral, and 
transdisciplinary approach—​working at the local, regional, national, 
and global levels—​with the goal of achieving optimal health outcomes 
recognizing the interconnection between people, animals, plants, and 
their shared environments.”86 One Health seeks to reduce the threat of 
outbreaks in part by emphasizing the links between human and non-
human health. The more we learn about nonhuman health, the more 
we can learn about human health. And the more we promote non-
human health, the more we can promote human health.87

But while One Health is a promising framework, we need to do 
much more than we currently are to realize its potential. First, we need 
to do much more than we currently are to adequately promote human 
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health. For instance, insofar as proponents of One Health note the 
links between factory farming and global health threats, they tend to 
call for improving factory farming much more than they tend to call 
for reducing it, and some even call for not calling for reducing it.88 But 
this conservative approach to global health policy substantially limits 
how much we can accomplish for humans, since, as we have seen, there 
is no way to breed, raise, and kill more than 100 billion farmed ani-
mals per year without contributing to many of the global health threats 
discussed throughout this chapter.

Second, we especially need to do much more than we currently are to 
adequately promote nonhuman health, since we currently treat nonhuman 
animals as means to human ends rather than as ends in themselves.89 For 
instance, insofar as proponents of One Health note the links between di-
sease spread in human populations and disease spread in nonhuman 
populations, they tend to call for improving nonhuman health outcomes 
only when that seems to be the best way to improve human health outcomes, 
too. But this instrumentalizing approach to health policy substantially 
limits how much we can accomplish for nonhumans since, as we have seen, 
there are many ways to reduce disease spread in human populations that 
neglect, harm, and kill nonhuman populations unnecessarily.90

Similarly, many people are now promoting policy frameworks such 
as the Green New Deal for addressing climate change and other en-
vironmental threats.91 As introduced by U.S. Senator Edward Markey 
and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-​Cortez in 2019, the Green New 
Deal seeks to reduce the threat of climate change in part by improving 
our basic infrastructure, including our food, energy, and transporta-
tion systems, to be more sustainable and resilient.92 Additionally, the 
Green New Deal seeks to address many of the ordinary threats that 
climate change will amplify, for instance by promoting social and ec-
onomic justice for marginalized communities, and by ensuring that 
people who currently work in unsustainable industries can transition 
to jobs in other, more sustainable industries instead.

But as with One Health, while the Green New Deal is a promising frame-
work, we need to do much more than we currently are to realize its poten-
tial. First, we need to do much more than we currently are for humans. For 
example, the Green New Deal proposal is much less clear about the need 
for radical change in agriculture than about the need for radical change in 
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energy and transportation. Insofar as the proposal addresses agriculture 
at all, it mainly commits to “building a more sustainable food system that 
ensures universal access to healthy food.” But even though achieving this 
goal requires substantially reducing meat production, the proposal never 
discusses meat at all. Instead, it simply commits to “working collabora-
tively with farmers and ranchers” to improve our food system.93

Second, we especially need to do much more than we currently are 
for nonhumans since, once again, we currently treat nonhuman ani-
mals as means to human ends rather than as ends in themselves. For 
example, the Green New Deal proposal discusses the need to “enhance 
biodiversity and support climate resiliency,” but it never discusses the 
need to support animals at all. Yet as we have seen, enhancing biodi-
versity is not necessarily the same as supporting animals. Whereas 
some conservation methods might be net positive for animal welfare, 
others might be net negative. Similarly, supporting climate resilience 
for humans is not necessarily the same as supporting climate resilience 
for nonhumans. While some infrastructure changes might be net posi-
tive for humans and nonhumans alike, others might not be.

So, if the moral framework that I developed in Chapter 2 is at least 
roughly correct, then the question that we need to ask is: What kind 
of health and environmental policy framework would be adequate 
to address the health and environmental threats that humans and 
nonhumans will face in a world reshaped by human activity? Insofar 
as human use of nonhuman animals contributes to pandemics and cli-
mate change, any adequate answer to that question will involve sub-
stantially reducing our use of animals as part of our mitigation efforts. 
And insofar as pandemics and climate change contribute to non-
human suffering and death, any adequate answer will also involve sub-
stantially increasing our support for animals as part of our adaptation 
efforts. But what might that mean more concretely?

3.9.  Including animals in One Health and  
the Green New Deal

If we want to adequately address the health and environmental threats 
that humans and nonhumans will face in the Anthropocene, then 

 



Animals, pandemics, and climate change  61

we will need to include animals in health and environmental policy 
frameworks in at least four respects. First, insofar as we seek to mit-
igate health and environmental threats such as pandemics and cli-
mate change, we will need to reduce our use of animals as part of these 
efforts. As we have seen, factory farming, deforestation, and the wild-
life trade are leading contributors to pandemics, and factory farming 
and deforestation are leading contributors to climate change. And 
while reforming these practices can help, it will not help nearly enough 
to protect us from these threats. We will need to reduce these practices 
substantially as well, if not abolish them entirely.

Second, insofar as we seek to adapt to health and environmental threats 
such as pandemics and climate change, we will need to increase our sup-
port for animals as part of these efforts. As we have seen, pandemics, 
climate change, and other such threats will cause substantial harm to non-
human populations. When an outbreak occurs, animals can be vulnerable 
to disease, and they can also be vulnerable to increased exploitation and 
extermination. Similarly, when environmental changes occur, animals can 
be vulnerable to extreme weather events, and they can also be vulnerable 
to increased exploitation and extermination. And while protecting biodi-
versity can help, it will not help nearly enough to protect animals. We will 
need to increase support for animals substantially as well.

Third, insofar as pandemics and climate change are threat multipliers, 
we will need to do this work comprehensively, by protecting nonhumans 
not only from the new threats that human activity creates but also from 
the ordinary threats that human activity amplifies. For example, when 
we clear land for agriculture or development, we not only expose non-
human animals to novel threats, such as the threat of collisions with 
vehicles, but also expose them to increased natural threats, such as 
hunger, thirst, illness, and injury that result from the need to compete 
for scarce resources, the need to migrate in search of a new home, or the 
need to commute every day in search of food or water. Insofar as we are 
increasing these threats for animals, we have a moral duty to help them 
in these respects as well, where possible.

Fourth, insofar as health and environmental threats are linked with 
each other, as well as with our basic social, political, economic, and ec-
ological systems, we will need to pursue these changes holistically and 
structurally. For instance, if we attempt to address pandemics, climate 
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change, and other such threats separately, then we risk pursuing 
changes that reduce some harms while increasing others (for instance, 
by replacing beef with chicken, or vice versa) rather than changes that 
reduce harms across the board. Similarly, if we attempt to address 
pandemics, climate change, and other such threats without attempting 
to alter our basic systems, then we risk limiting how much progress we 
can make, since our current systems incentivize harmful practices and 
disincentivize less harmful alternatives in a variety of ways.

With that said, this work will be challenging in many ways, and one 
challenge is worth noting now. In the Anthropocene, we might not 
always be able to tell whether human activity is complicit in partic-
ular harms to nonhuman animals. For example, we know that climate 
change will increase the frequency and severity of fires and floods, but 
we might not know whether climate change is responsible for any par-
ticular such event. Similarly, we know that climate change will increase 
competition over scarce resources, but we might not know whether cli-
mate change is responsible for any particular such conflict. This raises a 
question: If we have a duty to reduce and repair human-​caused harms, 
and if we have no idea whether or to what degree particular harms are 
human-​caused, what should we do about these harms?

Consider two possible answers to this question. First, we might 
think that in cases of uncertainty about whether human activity is 
complicit in particular harms, we should assume that it is, and, so, we 
should assume that we have a duty to reduce and repair these harms, 
provided that we can do so ethically and effectively. Granted, we 
might think that we should prioritize harms that are definitely human-​
caused over harms that are only possibly human-​caused, all else equal. 
But even if so, we might still think that we should address all of these 
harms to the extent that we reasonably can. We might also think that 
we should prioritize the latter harms over the former harms in at least 
some cases—​for instance, because the latter harms are much more im-
portant, neglected, or tractable, all things considered.

Second, we might think that in cases of uncertainty about whether 
human activity is complicit in particular harms, we should assume that 
human activity is complicit in some but not all of them, and, so, we 
should assume that we have a duty to reduce and repair some but not 
all of them. For instance, we might think that if our current “human” 
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world is worse for animals than a “natural” world would have been, 
then we have a duty to help animals enough to close this gap, but no 
duty to help them beyond that. In one sense, this approach would be 
less demanding, since it would allow us to assume that we are complicit 
in less harm. But in another sense, this approach would be more de-
manding, since it would require us to compare actual and counterfac-
tual levels of harm, which is difficult to do well.

This issue matters a lot in one sense and not that much in another 
sense. On one hand, it might matter a lot in the long run, since we might 
eventually develop the knowledge, power, and political will that we 
need in order to (a) tell the difference between what these approaches 
require, and (b) do what our favored approach requires. On the other 
hand, it might not matter much in the short term, since we are not an-
ywhere near that point yet. At present, we have no way of reliably com-
paring actual and counterfactual levels of harm in the world, and we 
also have no way of reliably reducing and repairing more than a tiny 
fraction of harm in the world. So as long as we think that a “human 
world” might be worse for animals than a “natural world,” we simply 
need to reduce and repair as much harm as we can for now.

It is also worth emphasizing that, if the moral framework that I de-
veloped in Chapter 2 is at least roughly correct, then a moral duty to 
reduce and repair harm can follow from more than complicity. Insofar 
as we think about what to do as consequentialists, we might think that 
we should simply work to prevent as much harm as we reasonably can, 
without sacrificing anything comparably significant. And insofar as we 
think about what to do as nonconsequentialists, we might think that 
we should at least work to prevent levels of harm that exceed our harm 
thresholds, without sacrificing anything sufficiently significant. In any 
case, my aim in what follows will not be to settle these issues but will 
rather be to discuss what we can do in the short term so that we can be 
better equipped to settle these issues in the long run.

3.10.   Conclusion

We see it all come full circle. Human exploitation and extermination 
of nonhumans is contributing to pandemics, climate change, and 
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other global changes, and these global changes are, in turn, contrib-
uting to biodiversity loss and animal suffering. As a result, humans 
are harming and killing trillions of humans and nonhumans each year 
directly, and we are potentially harming and killing orders of magni-
tude more humans and nonhumans indirectly. Yet in most scenarios, 
there are winners and losers. A world reshaped by human activity will 
harm many humans and nonhumans. But it will benefit many as well. 
Likewise, particular mitigation and adaptation efforts will benefit 
many humans and nonhumans. But they will harm many as well, espe-
cially if we consider only some individuals when deciding what to do.

In general, then, our expanding influence on the planet can be a 
source of pessimism as well as a source of optimism. We are increas-
ingly complicit in human and nonhuman suffering and death, but we 
are also increasingly complicit in human and nonhuman happiness 
and life, and the decisions that we make moving forward will deter-
mine not only how complicit we are but also in what we are complicit. 
I will not take a stand on how much power we should attempt to wield 
in this book; I am open to the possibility that we should attempt to 
wield more as well as less. Instead, I will argue that we morally ought 
to consider humans and nonhumans alike when deciding whether and 
how to wield power. And I will examine what a commitment to consid-
ering humans and nonhumans alike might mean in practice.

In particular, I have argued that we should pursue policy frameworks 
such as One Health and the Green New Deal that seek to build social, 
health, and environmental justice holistically, structurally, and com-
prehensively. But I have also argued that we should include animals 
in these efforts, not only as means to these ends but as part of these 
ends. We have a moral duty to reduce our use of nonhumans not only 
for the sake of humans but also for the sake of nonhumans. And we 
have a moral duty to increase our support for nonhumans not only 
for the sake of humans but also for the sake of nonhumans. And for 
both humans and nonhumans, we have a moral duty to do this work 
by addressing not only the new threats that pandemics and climate 
change introduce but also the existing threats that they amplify.

In Chapter 4, I will test the parameters of this conclusion by con-
sidering two general objections that people might have to the pro-
ject of including animals in health and environmental advocacy and 
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policy: the objection that this project is futile, and the objection that 
this project is too demanding. As we will see, these concerns are rea-
sonable, but they are not reasons to exclude animals. Instead, they 
are reasons to include animals thoughtfully. I will then, in Chapter 5, 
consider concrete steps that we can take toward including animals in 
health and environmental advocacy and policy. Finally, in Chapters 6–​
8, I will consider a series of questions about politics, well-​being, moral 
status, creation ethics, and population ethics that we need to answer in 
order to make our duties regarding animals more concrete.
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4
Limits on inclusion for animals

4.1.   Introduction

To many, it might seem both clearly right and clearly wrong that we 
should include animals in health and environmental advocacy and 
policy. On one hand, it might seem clearly right that, if our use of 
nonhumans is contributing to health and environmental problems, 
then we morally ought to reduce our use of nonhumans as part of 
our mitigation efforts. It also seems clearly right that if human-​
caused health and environmental problems are harming and killing 
nonhumans unnecessarily, then we morally ought to increase our 
support for nonhumans as part of our adaptation efforts. These 
conclusions follow naturally from the idea that we should pursue our 
goals ethically and effectively, combined with the idea that if we harm 
animals unnecessarily, and if we have the power to reduce or repair this 
harm, then we should.

On the other hand, it might seem clearly wrong that we could be 
morally required, or even morally permitted, to take all necessary 
means to this end. After all, our use of nonhuman animals pervades 
our basic social, political, and economic structures. So reducing our 
use of nonhuman animals would seem to require radical structural 
change. Moreover, we are directly harming and killing trillions of 
nonhuman animals per year, and we are likely indirectly harming and 
killing many more. So increasing our support for nonhuman animals 
would seem to require supporting as many sentient beings as possible 
directly and many more than that indirectly. But not only does it seem 
futile to attempt to make such radical changes to our basic structures. 
It also seems too demanding to be morally required in practice.

My aim in this chapter is to consider these objections to the idea 
of including animals in health and environmental advocacy and 
policy, starting with the futility objection and then turning to the 

 

 



Limits on inclusion for animals  67

demandingness objection. In each case, my reply will be roughly 
the same. Including animals in health and environmental advo-
cacy and policy is not always futile or demanding. And even when 
it is, it might still be morally required, on consequentialist grounds, 
nonconsequentialist grounds, or, in a pluralistic moral framework, 
both. Granted, we can and should set goals that are achievable and 
sustainable in practice. But we should not assume that our current 
intuitions about achievability and sustainability are accurate. We can 
do more than we currently think, and we should try to do more than 
we currently are.

With that said, as I will emphasize throughout this chapter, I do 
think that each of these concerns is reasonable, and that we should take 
it seriously in practice. Humans have a history of taking on more ambi-
tious projects than we should, given our epistemic, practical, and mo-
tivational limitations. When we do, we can easily do more harm than 
good, both to ourselves and to others, including the subjects of our 
intended beneficence. Our long history of colonialism, imperialism, 
and anthropocentrism are testaments to our bias, ignorance, and arro-
gance. Clearly there is a risk that we will continue this pattern in the fu-
ture, as we expand the moral and political circle to include nonhuman 
animals. What we need to do, I will argue, is take our limitations seri-
ously without treating them as an excuse for inaction.1

4.2.  The futility objection

Start with the futility objection. Why might we think that including 
animals in health and environmental advocacy and policy is futile? 
There are at least two reasons. First, we might think that including 
animals in health and environmental advocacy and policy is polit-
ically futile, because it will alienate people from our work, dooming 
it to failure. Consider mitigation. The uses of animals that contribute 
to pandemics and climate change are central to modern life. If we in-
sist that mitigating pandemics and climate change requires changing 
these practices, then people will be less likely to support mitigation 
in general. I suspect that this is part of why supporters of the Green 
New Deal tend to focus more on energy and transportation than on 
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food. They worry that an equitable focus on all three systems would 
diminish support for the project.

Similarly, consider adaptation. The scale of nonhuman need in 
the world is massive. Additionally, the scale of conflicting need be-
tween humans and nonhumans in the world is massive. If we insist 
that adapting to the effects of pandemics and climate change requires 
increasing support for nonhuman animals, then, once again, people 
will be less likely to support adaptation in general. I have no idea why 
supporters of the Green New Deal tend to focus on humans. It might 
be that the possibility of considering nonhumans never occurs to 
them. But even if it did occur to them, I suspect that they might still 
focus mostly on humans for the same reason that they focus mostly on 
energy and transportation: They might worry that an equitable focus 
on humans and nonhumans would diminish support for the project.

Second, we might think that including animals in health and envi-
ronmental advocacy and policy is practically futile, because, even if it 
was politically achievable, it would still be unlikely to make a positive 
difference for humans, animals, or the environment overall. Consider 
mitigation. Economies are complex and interconnected, and when we 
attempt to reduce some harms, we can easily increase others as a result. 
For example, suppose that we reduce support for beef and dairy pro-
duction. The result might be an increase in support for chicken or fish 
production, with equally bad or worse impacts overall. Similarly, sup-
pose that we reduce support for animal agriculture in some nations. 
The result might be an increase in animal agriculture in other nations, 
with equally bad or worse impacts overall.2

Similarly, consider adaptation. Like economies, ecologies are com-
plex and interconnected, and when we attempt to reduce some harms, 
we can easily increase others as a result. For example, suppose that we 
prevent koalas from dying in a fire. We might find that this interven-
tion helps them in the present while harming them in the future, by 
exposing them to other human threats, such as deforestation or de-
velopment, other nonhuman threats, such as predation or parasitism, 
or other natural threats, such as hunger or thirst. Similarly, and more 
generally, we might find that helping some animals now might harm 
other animals later, by making them into a meal, by depriving them of 
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a meal, or by altering complex food chains, natural cycles, or other nat-
ural systems on which many animals depend.3

Why might the apparent futility of including animals in health and 
environmental advocacy and policy matter? First, we might think 
that, if multispecies advocacy and policy are politically futile, then we 
are not morally required to pursue them. And if multispecies advo-
cacy and policy would undermine other, more moderate and achiev-
able political goals, then we might not even be morally permitted to 
pursue them. For example, if a Green New Deal that focuses more on 
energy and transportation than on food has a higher chance of passing 
than a Green New Deal that focuses on all three, then, we might think, 
we should attempt to pass the former version rather than the latter. 
Granted, meat production causes harm, too. But it would be a mistake 
to make the perfect (or, at least, the better) the enemy of the good.

Second, we might think that even if multispecies advocacy and 
policy are politically feasible, if they might do as much harm as good 
overall, then we are not morally required to support them. And if mul-
tispecies advocacy or policy might do more harm than good overall, 
then we might not even be morally permitted to pursue them. For ex-
ample, if reducing support for local beef and dairy harms local beef and 
dairy producers without making any difference at all for global meat 
production (because of substitution effects), then, we might think, we 
should not attempt to reduce support for local beef and dairy even if 
we could. Granted, such a policy might reduce some local harms, too. 
But it would be a mistake to pursue a policy that simply trades some 
local harms for others without making a difference beyond that.

The futility objection is worth taking seriously. Even in ideal 
circumstances, there would be limits on what we could politically 
achieve. This is especially true in liberal democratic systems, since 
liberal democratic systems have a natural bias in favor of local, short-​
term, individual interests, due in part to electoral feedback loops. And 
current circumstances are far from ideal. Bias, ignorance, self-​interest, 
propaganda, polarization, voter suppression, and other forces sub-
stantially limit what we can achieve and sustain at present. In order 
to make progress in such a context, we need to build broad, pluralistic 
coalitions around moderate goals. And when we start thinking in these 
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terms, we might decide that we should limit our aspirations in health 
and environmental advocacy and policy in the spirit of pragmatism.

Additionally, even in ideal circumstances, there would be limits 
on what we could practically achieve. There is no reason to expect 
that we could ever fully predict or control global systems. And cur-
rent circumstances are, once again, far from ideal. Humans are all too 
willing to interfere with complex systems that we barely understand 
to improve them according to our own standards. When we embark 
on such projects, our intentions might be good, but our impacts can 
still be bad, and can reveal a worrying degree of arrogance. In order 
to make progress in such a context, we need to consider not only in-
tended local impacts but also unintended global impacts. And when 
we start thinking in these terms, we might decide that we should limit 
our aspirations in health and environmental advocacy and policy in 
the spirit of humility as well.

4.3.  Including animals is not always futile

But while the futility objection might be a reason to act thoughtfully, 
it is not a reason not to act. First, including animals in health and 
environmental advocacy and policy is not always politically futile. 
Consider mitigation. Many people support using animals less, even if 
they disagree about how much use is morally permissible, and even 
if they participate in some animal use themselves. Thus, for example, 
while it might be politically futile to attempt to ban factory farming 
overnight, it might not be politically futile to attempt to ban, tax, or 
regulate particular factory farming practices, especially practices that 
harm humans, nonhumans, and the environment at the same time. 
Having made these changes, we might then be able to expand these 
bans, taxes, or regulations to other practices in the future.

Similarly, consider adaptation. Many people support helping an-
imals more, even if they disagree about how much help is required, 
and even if they do not participate in efforts to help animals them-
selves. For example, while it might be politically futile to attempt to 
extend full legal and political status and representation to all animals 
overnight, it might not be politically futile to attempt to extend at least 
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some legal or political protections to at least some animals, especially 
in cases where improving the legal and political status of nonhumans 
has positive effects for humans as well. Having made these changes, we 
might then be able to make further changes that benefit nonhumans 
without burdening humans at all, as well as, eventually, changes that 
benefit nonhumans without burdening humans much.

Moreover, while radical advocacy and policy might be less likely to 
succeed than moderate advocacy and policy at present, they might still 
be likely enough to succeed to be worth supporting. After all, insofar as 
we are making decisions about what to support through harm-​benefit 
analysis, we have to evaluate each approach by multiplying the proba-
bility of success by the impact of success. When we do, we might find 
that supporting relatively radical approaches sometimes does more 
good than supporting relatively moderate approaches in expectation, 
since the higher impact of success might offset the lower probability of 
success. Of course, this does not mean that we should attempt to build 
a multispecies utopia overnight. But it might mean that we should ac-
cept at least some risk tolerance in our work.

For similar reasons, including animals in health and environmental 
advocacy and policy is not always practically futile. Many methods of 
making our global economy more humane, healthful, and sustainable 
can be net positive. While we might have net negative effects if we con-
sider only some of the impacts of our food policies, we are more likely 
to have net positive effects if we consider all of the impacts of our food 
policies holistically. For example, instead of simply promoting food 
systems that reduce animal welfare, public health, or environmental 
harms, we can promote food systems that reduce all three. And, in-
stead of simply promoting these food systems locally, we can also sup-
port efforts to promote them globally, so that we can reduce the harms 
caused by food production throughout our global economy.4

Similarly, many methods of making our global ecology safer for 
animals can be net positive. While we might have net negative effects 
if we consider only some of the impacts of our interventions in na-
ture, we are more likely to have net positive effects if we consider all 
of the impacts of our interventions in nature holistically. For example, 
instead of simply advocating for saving koalas from fires, we can also 
advocate for saving koalas from hunger, thirst, illness, and injury in 
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general. And instead of simply supporting koalas in these respects, we 
can support all animals impacted by human activity in these respects, 
so that we can reduce and repair the harms that humans cause animals 
(including the harms that we cause some animals through our efforts 
to help these or other animals) throughout our global ecology.5

Moreover, while attempts to intervene in complex global systems 
might still carry risks, we have to compare the risks of action with the 
risks of inaction. For instance, if we attempt to improve wild animal 
welfare, then we risk imposing new harms on wild animals. However, 
if we do not, then we risk allowing all the harms that we are already im-
posing on wild animals to play out in slow motion. When we frame our 
choice situation this way, we can see that human-​caused wild animal 
suffering is a risk whether we intervene or not, and so the only ques-
tion is how to reduce and repair this suffering as thoughtfully as pos-
sible. As before, this might not mean that we should attempt to build 
a multispecies utopia overnight. But it might mean that we should ac-
cept at least some risk tolerance in our work.

Generally speaking, then, the fact that our actions might cause 
harm is not a reason not to act, but is rather a reason to act strategi-
cally, holistically, and structurally. First, we should act strategically, by 
researching how we can spend our limited time, energy, and money 
as effectively as possible. In some cases, this might mean devoting our 
time and money to relatively moderate or local changes, for example 
by attempting to regulate harmful practices within our own nation. 
In other cases, it might mean devoting our time and money to rela-
tively radical or global changes, for example by attempting to abolish 
harmful practices within our own nation or by supporting a balance 
of moderate and radical efforts in other nations. Either way, we should 
make this choice strategically, rather than by simply doing what we 
prefer.6

Second, we should act holistically and structurally. If the problems 
that we face are linked, then our solutions must be linked, too. This is 
why I think that One Health and the Green New Deal are such pow-
erful policy frameworks, because they remind us that we need to pro-
mote human, nonhuman, and environmental health in an integrated 
manner, as well as that we need to pursue social, economic, and envi-
ronmental justice in an integrated manner. No single action or policy 
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can address all relevant harms by itself. But if we coordinate as much 
as possible across issues and movements, then we can maximize the 
probability that our work will address not only the harms that our 
current activity is creating or amplifying but also the harms that our 
attempts at mitigation or adaptation might create or amplify.

4.4.  Even when it might be futile, it can still be 
morally required

Additionally, even if particular methods of including animals in health 
and environmental advocacy and policy might be futile at present, 
they can still be morally required. First, consider the indirect effects of 
including animals. Even if radical advocacy and policy might be polit-
ically futile at present, it can still be worthwhile. Radical and moderate 
advocacy and policy can be mutually supporting. The more we sup-
port radical change, the more we shift the center of debate and pave the 
way for moderate change in the short to medium term. And the more 
we implement moderate change, the more we shift the goal posts and 
pave the way for radical change in the medium to long run. In this way, 
efforts that might be politically futile at present can still play an impor-
tant role in politically viable work, both at present and in the future.

Similarly, even if radical advocacy and policy might be practically 
futile at present, it can still be worthwhile. The limits on what we can 
accomplish are not fixed. The more we include animals now, the more 
we can build knowledge toward including them effectively in the fu-
ture, by learning from attempts to reduce animal use and increase an-
imal support effectively. Similarly, the more we include animals now, 
the more we can build power toward including them effectively in the 
future, by building an infrastructure that expands the options that are 
available to us. Finally, the more we include animals now, the more we 
can build political will toward including them effectively in the future, 
by normalizing the idea that animals are part of global problems, and 
that they should also be a part of our solutions.

We should also keep in mind that even if radical advocacy and policy 
are politically futile at present, they can still be morally important on 
nonconsequentialist grounds. Advocacy and policy have expressive as 
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well as practical aims. When we advocate for reducing and repairing 
human-​caused harms, we are not only attempting to bring about pos-
itive change. We are also expressing that positive change is morally 
necessary, because the status quo is harmful and oppressive. That is, 
we are bearing witness to our harmful and oppressive relationships 
with vulnerable others, and we are resolving to address this harm and 
oppression as much as we can. Whether or not these efforts can suc-
ceed, they might still be necessary for respecting rights, improving our 
characters, or improving our relationships.

Similarly, even if radical advocacy and policy are practically futile 
at present, they can still be morally important on nonconsequentialist 
grounds. While we might have reason to consider all relevant impacts 
insofar as we think and act as consequentialists, we might also have 
reason to consider some impacts more than others insofar as we think 
and act as nonconsequentialists. In particular, we might have reason to 
consider harms that we cause relatively directly more than harms that 
we cause relatively indirectly, via the actions of others. On this view, 
then, we might have reason to produce less meat even if someone else 
might produce more meat later on as a result. Or we might have reason 
to save a koala from a fire even if someone else might kill the koala, or 
even if the koala might kill someone else, later on as a result.

These considerations remind us how inconsistent we can be in our 
thinking about these issues. Consider mitigation. Many people think 
that fossil fuels are unsustainable, and that we should attempt to re-
place them with sustainable alternatives. When critics then claim that 
this aspiration is futile, since it will never succeed or since the harms 
will still occur one way or the other, supporters tend to respond the 
same way that I do here: It might not be futile, and even if it might be, 
we should do it anyway. But then, when it comes to food, many of the 
same people become more impressed with these objections. And while 
some people might see a relevant difference between, say, food and en-
ergy, I suspect that bias, ignorance, and a personal or cultural attach-
ment to meat, dairy, or eggs is part of the story as well.

Similarly, consider adaptation. Suppose that you injure a human ac-
cidentally, and you can treat the injury. Should you treat the injury? Of 
course! It would be ridiculous for you to refuse to help your victim on 
the grounds that, for all you know, they could be injured in other ways 
later on, or could injure someone else in other ways later on. Yet when 
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we consider similar cases involving nonhumans, we lose this intuition 
to a degree. The difference is that we see humans as individuals with 
rights, whereas we see nonhumans as interchangeable parts of a whole. 
To make moral progress, we need to learn to see all sentient beings as 
individuals with rights. And to do that, we need to resolve to treat all 
sentient beings with respect and compassion, whether or not we can 
predict or control all the downstream effects.

As we discussed in Chapter 2, consequentialists and nonconse
quentialists alike have reason to accept a pluralistic moral frame-
work that takes all of these considerations seriously. On one hand, 
in light of our epistemic, practical, and motivational limitations, 
consequentialists have reason to take nonconsequentialist consid-
erations such as rights, virtues, and relationships seriously as a ge-
neral matter. When we treat human and nonhuman animals as 
having interests and rights, when we condition ourselves to see 
them as subjects rather than as objects, and when we cultivate caring 
relationships with them rather than oppressive relationships with 
them, we create the conditions necessary for humans to be able and 
willing to treat all sentient beings with respect and compassion.

On the other hand, in light of the source, scale, and complexity of an-
imal suffering in the Anthropocene, nonconsequentialists have reason to 
take consequentialist considerations such as expected impacts seriously 
as a general matter. For example, even if we think that the harms that 
we cause relatively directly and foreseeably morally matter more than 
harms that we cause relatively indirectly and unforeseeably, we might 
still think that all of these harms matter. And in the Anthropocene, the 
relatively indirect and unforeseeable harms that we cause can add up. 
Thus, while including animals in our advocacy and policy might be mor-
ally important whether or not it can make a positive difference, we might 
still have a moral duty to consider the impacts of our work and aspire to 
do work that can be both ethical and effective.

4.5.  Summing up

For these and other reasons, I think that we should include animals 
in health and environmental advocacy and policy in spite of the 
possibility of futility. Reducing our use of animals and increasing 
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our support of animals is not always futile, and even when it might 
be, it can still be morally required. Insofar as we think and act as 
consequentialists, we can make our work more effective by thinking 
strategically, holistically, and structurally. And insofar as we think 
and act as nonconsequentialists, we can accept that this work might 
sometimes be morally important, all else equal, on the grounds that it 
respects rights, cultivates virtues, and builds relationships of care with 
vulnerable others, whether or not we can show that this activity will be 
net beneficial for all humans and nonhumans in the long run.

With that said, I do think that we should take the possibility of futility 
seriously. Insofar as a particular strategy for reducing our use of ani-
mals or increasing our support for animals is politically or practically 
futile at present, that should count against that strategy all else equal 
(and perhaps all things considered, depending on the details). For 
example, suppose that U.S. senators work hard on a Green New Deal 
bill that strikes a good balance between radical and moderate options. 
Now suppose that someone attaches a total and immediate ban on all 
factory farms at the eleventh hour, dooming the bill to failure. In this 
case I would likely agree that this effort does more harm than good. 
While it might have many benefits, the harm of dooming an otherwise 
ambitious and viable climate bill would likely outweigh them.

Similarly, suppose that humans attempt to save nonhuman climate 
refugees by moving them from one environment to another. But sup-
pose that they do this work without sufficient care for animal welfare 
during capture, transport, and release; without sufficient consideration 
for how these animals would interact with other animals in this novel 
environment, both as individuals and as species; and without sufficient 
consultation with local human communities to ensure that this work 
would be both effective and publicly acceptable. In this case I would 
likely agree that this effort does more harm than good as well. While 
it might have many benefits, the risks that it imposes on a wide range 
of stakeholders, along with the opportunity costs that any such effort 
involves, would likely outweigh them.7

But even in these cases, the truth is likely somewhere in the middle. 
For example, while it might be a bad idea to attach a total ban on all fac-
tory farms to an otherwise good climate bill, it might not be a bad idea 
to pursue this goal in other ways. For instance, as we will discuss in 
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Chapter 5, it might be worth attaching provisions that reduce subsidies 
for factory farms, increase subsidies for alternatives, and increase reg-
ulation of factory farms so that food production can meet higher eth-
ical standards and internalize currently externalized costs. Meanwhile, 
it might be worth advocating for a total ban on factory farming and 
introducing bills to that effect in other contexts. This approach can pre-
serve many of the benefits of the other, more radical approach, while 
mitigating some of the risks.

Similarly, while it might be a bad idea to attempt to relocate non-
human climate refugees without sufficiently considering what these 
animals need, what other animals need, what human communities 
need, or other such factors, it might not be a bad idea to pursue this 
goal in other ways. For instance, as we will discuss in Chapter 5, it 
might be worth conducting or supporting research about what all rel-
evant stakeholders need, in consultation with as many of them as pos-
sible. On the basis of this research, we can make an informed decision 
about whether or not we have a viable path forward, and we can then 
act accordingly. Once again, this approach can preserve many of the 
benefits of the other, more risk-​tolerant approach (including the ben-
efit of learning from experience), while mitigating some of the risks.

When we attempt to strike a balance in these kinds of cases, we 
should keep in mind that our intuitions about futility are unlikely to be 
reliable. Consider our intuitions about political futility. Many changes 
can seem impossible before they happen, and then they can seem inev-
itable after they happen. Whether looking forward or backward, then, 
it can be easy to see our current situation as a foregone conclusion. Yet 
this impression is often inaccurate. Many important changes are nei-
ther impossible nor inevitable. Instead, they are possible, but only with 
hard work and a lot of luck. And we might not know whether a par-
ticular change is possible in advance. So we need to be aspirational. 
Even if a better world might seem difficult or impossible at present, we 
should do everything we can to test that theory.

Similarly, consider our intuitions about practical futility. On one 
hand, it can be easy to overestimate our abilities. Many humans think 
that we can predict and control much more than we can, in part be-
cause of hubris and in part because we tend to focus much more on 
direct, intended impacts and much less on indirect, unintended 
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impacts. On the other hand, it can also be easy to underestimate our 
abilities. For all we know, the idea that humans are incapable of reliably 
improving complex economies or ecologies will appear as amusingly 
outdated 200 years from now as the idea that humans are incapable 
of inventing the light bulb appears today.8 We need to do much more 
work before we can know what our limits are. And given the harms 
that humanity is causing, we have a responsibility to do that work.

Thus, in rejecting the idea that including animals is politically and 
practically futile, I am not rejecting the idea that there are limits to 
what we can achieve or sustain. I am instead rejecting the idea that 
these limits are fixed, that we know what they are, and that, in partic-
ular, we know that they are so substantial that any attempt to include 
animals will be unachievable or unsustainable. We already know that 
pandemics, climate change, and other global threats are collective ac-
tion problems that require radically new global systems. We have no 
choice, morally or practically, but to strike a balance between realism 
and idealism as we attempt to build these systems. And when we do, we 
have no choice, morally or practically, but to consider human as well as 
nonhuman animals in our capacity as both causes and victims.

4.6.  The demandingness objection

Now consider the demandingness objection. Why might we think that 
including animals in health and environmental policy is excessively 
demanding? As with futility, there are at least two reasons. First, we 
might think that including animals in health and environmental policy 
involves too many requirements. Consider mitigation. Animals are 
central to our global economy, and, as we have seen, if we simply at-
tempt to reduce our use of animals in some ways, then we can easily do 
more harm than good. Thus, in order to do more good than harm, we 
need to attempt to reduce our use of animals in many different ways at 
the same time. For instance, as we will see, states might need to invest 
heavily in animal-​free sources of food, clothing, research, medicine, 
entertainment, and other such goods.9

Similarly, consider adaptation. Animals are central to our global 
ecology, and, as we have seen, if we simply attempt to increase our 
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support for animals in some ways, then we can easily do more harm 
than good. Thus, in order to do more good than harm, we need to at-
tempt to increase our support for animals in many different ways at 
the same time. For instance, as we will see, states might need to in-
vest heavily in educational and employment opportunities involving 
animal care, as well as in social services and infrastructural changes 
for animals. They might also need to extend basic legal and political 
standing and representation to animals. In these respects, both mitiga-
tion and adaptation might require us to accept additional burdens so 
that other humans and nonhumans can have additional benefits.

Second, and relatedly, we might think that including animals in 
health and environmental advocacy and policy involves too many 
restrictions. Consider mitigation. If we want to reduce our use of an-
imals ethically and effectively, then we have to place many additional 
limits on our activity. For example, as we will see in Chapter 5, states 
might have to ban, or at least strictly regulate, factory farming, de-
forestation, and the wildlife trade. And if they do, then we might lose 
many freedoms that many of us currently enjoy, such as the freedom 
to eat meat, dairy, and eggs; wear fur, leather, or wool; or spend the 
weekend hunting, fishing, or trapping. And while many of us might 
be willing to give up these practices, many others might not be, since 
they might see these practices as central to their personal or cultural 
identities.

Similarly, consider adaptation. If we want to increase our support 
for animals ethically and effectively, then we once again have to place 
many additional limits on our activity. For example, as we will see in 
Chapter 5, states might have to consider animals in policy decisions 
about a wide range of issues, ranging from social services to infrastruc-
ture. And if they do, then we might once again lose many freedoms 
that many of us currently enjoy. Plausibly, humans can have more li-
berty overall in a society where policy decisions are made primarily or 
exclusively with human interests and needs in mind. And once again, 
while many of us might be willing to give up these advantages, many 
others might not be, since they might see these advantages as neces-
sary for the goals that they want to pursue in life.

Why might the apparent demandingness of including animals in 
health and environmental advocacy and policy matter? First, we might 
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think that, if multispecies advocacy and policy are highly burdensome, 
then we are not morally required to pursue them and, indeed, we might 
not even be morally permitted to pursue them. Insofar as states aspire 
to be liberal democracies, they should allow citizens to determine what 
goals they pursue, within certain limits. In addition, while we might 
have a duty to devote some of our discretionary resources to altruistic 
aims, we do not have a duty to devote all of them to altruistic aims. In 
particular, we might think, we do not have a duty to spend substantial 
time and money improving nonhuman lives when many humans are 
still in need, too.

Similarly, we might think that, if multispecies advocacy and policy 
are highly restrictive, then we are not morally required to pursue 
them and, indeed, we might not even be morally permitted to pursue 
them. Insofar as states aspire to be liberal democracies, they should 
not impose their conceptions of the good life on citizens but should 
rather allow citizens to pursue their own conceptions of the good 
life, provided that citizens avoid harming each other in the process.10 
Additionally, insofar as states do restrict individual liberty, they risk 
depriving citizens of the ability to meet their basic needs. In partic-
ular, many people currently depend on harmful systems in order to 
survive, as both workers and consumers. How can we justify coercively 
preventing people from doing what they need to do in order to survive?

The demandingness objection is worth taking seriously. Even in 
ideal circumstances, there would be limits on what should be required. 
Self-​determination means, in part, having a reasonable set of options 
from which to choose, rather than being required to pursue any par-
ticular option. And as before, current circumstances are far from ideal. 
Our options are already limited, not only because many humans are 
still living in poverty but also because our broken political and eco-
nomic systems limit our capacity for change. In order to make progress 
in such a context, we need to set goals that we can expect a critical mass 
of people to support on an ongoing basis, despite these challenges. And 
when we start thinking in these terms, we might, once again, decide 
that we should limit our aspirations in the spirit of pragmatism.

Additionally, even in ideal circumstances, there would be limits on 
what should be forbidden. Self-​determination means, in part, having a 
right to do wrong, within certain limits.11 And current circumstances 
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are, once again, far from ideal. Humans are all too willing to impose 
our beliefs and values on our fellow humans, limiting what they can do 
because we think that we know best. When we do, our intentions can 
be good, but our impacts can still be bad, and can still reveal arrogance. 
In order to make progress in such a context, we need to respect and 
promote individual liberty and rights, including the right to act con-
trary to what the state or other citizens think is best. And when we start 
thinking in these terms, we might, once again, decide that we should 
limit our aspirations in the spirit of humility.

4.7.  Including animals is not always demanding

However, like the futility objection, while the demandingness objec-
tion might be a reason to act thoughtfully, it is not a reason not to act. 
First, including animals in health and environmental advocacy and 
policy is not always highly burdensome. Consider mitigation. Many 
methods of reducing animal use are, at most, minimally burdensome. 
For example, many states subsidize animal agriculture both directly 
and indirectly, by paying for the health and environmental harms that 
the industry causes. Insofar as states level the playing field by redis-
tributing subsidies and internalizing externalized costs (that is, by 
making industries pay for the health and environmental harms that 
they cause), they can reduce support for animal use and increase sup-
port for alternatives without increasing public spending at all.

Moreover, even when some methods of reducing animal use in-
crease burdens for humans somewhat, they might still decrease 
burdens for humans overall. Suppose that we not only redistribute cur-
rent public spending but also increase public spending overall, at least 
in the short term. For instance, we might spend more money subsi-
dizing alternative proteins than we currently spend subsidizing animal 
proteins, and we might also spend money ensuring a just transition for 
farmers, workers, and consumers who currently rely on animal use for 
food or income. Plausibly, even if we have to increase public spending 
somewhat in the short term in order to bring about this transition, we 
will still be saving more than we spend in the long run by reducing the 
risk of pandemics, climate change, and other such threats.
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Similarly, consider adaptation. Many methods of increasing animal 
support are, at most, minimally burdensome. For example, as we have 
seen, we are already planning to transform our approach to food, en-
ergy, transportation, social services, infrastructure, and so on in order 
to make our societies more sustainable and resilient. If we consider 
the interests and needs of humans and nonhumans alike when doing 
this work, then we can identify changes that can help humans and 
nonhumans alike. For instance, if we are already investing in educa-
tion and employment, then we can ensure that some of this work will 
involve animal care. And if we are already investing in more energy-​
efficient cars and buildings, then we can ensure that new cars and 
buildings will have bird-​friendly windows.12

Moreover, even when some methods of increasing animal support 
increase burdens for humans somewhat, they might still decrease 
burdens for humans overall, at least in some cases. For example, in-
sofar as we invest in education and employment involving animal care, 
we not only create new opportunities for humans in general, but we 
also create more opportunities for humans to work to improve human, 
nonhuman, and environmental health in particular. And insofar as we 
invest in cars and buildings with bird-​friendly windows, we can reduce 
the risk of collisions that negatively impact humans and nonhumans 
alike. Plausibly, even if we have to increase public spending in the short 
term to accomplish these goals, we might once again be saving more 
than we would be spending in the long run.

We can make all the same points about restrictiveness as well. 
Consider mitigation. Many methods of reducing animal use are, at 
most, minimally restrictive. For example, insofar as we redistribute 
subsidies and internalize externalized costs, we are not limiting the li-
berty that humans have all that much. Instead, we are simply increasing 
the price of animal proteins and decreasing the price of alternatives, 
with the result that people will have less incentive to produce and con-
sume animal proteins and more incentive to produce and consume 
alternatives. And even if this method of including animals in mitiga-
tion reduces our options in some respects, by making animal proteins 
more expensive, it compensates for this restriction by expanding 
our options in other respects, by making alternative proteins more 
affordable.
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Moreover, even when some methods of reducing animal use limit 
human liberty somewhat, they might still expand human liberty 
overall. For example, insofar as we increase the price of animal proteins 
and decrease the price of alternatives, we are doing more than simply 
substituting one option for another. We are also expanding options for 
humans in several other ways. In particular, replacing animal agricul-
ture with alternative food systems will reduce land, water, and energy 
consumption; reduce land, water, and air pollution; and reduce the risk 
of pandemics, climate change, and other such threats. Plausibly, even if 
we have to restrict human liberty somewhat in the short term in order 
to bring about this change, we will still be expanding human liberty in 
the long run by conserving these resources and reducing these threats.

Similarly, consider adaptation. Many methods of increasing animal 
support are, at most, minimally restrictive. For example, insofar as we 
invest in education and employment opportunities involving animal 
care, we might be investing less in some opportunities, but we will 
also be investing more than others. Humans will still be able to learn 
and apply valuable skills, even if some of these skills happen to serve 
nonhumans as well. Similarly, insofar as we invest in animal-​friendly 
designs for new infrastructure, we might be removing the option to 
add some features to new infrastructure. But we will be adding the op-
tion to add other features to new infrastructure. And humans will still 
be able to live, work, and travel even if our homes, offices, and vehicles 
happen to have bird-​friendly windows.

Moreover, even when some methods of increasing animal sup-
port limit human liberty somewhat, they might still increase human 
liberty overall. For example, insofar as we invest in education and 
employment opportunities involving animal care, we can empower 
humans to address the health and environmental threats that are 
currently limiting our options. And insofar as we invest in animal-​
friendly designs for new infrastructure, we can reduce the risk of 
human-​nonhuman conflicts that are currently limiting our options 
as well. Plausibly, even if we have to restrict human liberty some-
what in the short term in order to bring about these changes, we will 
still be expanding human liberty in the long run by considering the 
interests and needs of humans and nonhumans together in our ad-
aptation efforts.
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4.8.  Even when it might be demanding, it can still be 
morally required

Additionally, even if particular methods of including animals in health 
and environmental advocacy and policy are demanding at present, they 
can still be morally required. First, even if some methods including 
animals increase human burdens overall (as might happen if we re-
duce animal use or increase animal support more than we need to do 
for purely selfish reasons), they can still reduce burdens overall. After 
all, the burden of making our economy and ecology more humane is 
nothing compared with the burden of being a nonhuman in our cur-
rent, deeply inhumane world. And, if a minor net increase in human 
burdens can produce a major net decrease in nonhuman burdens, then 
we might need to make that trade, especially when human activity is 
responsible for many of these nonhuman burdens in the first place.

To see why we might sometimes need to favor nonhuman interests 
over human interests in cases of conflict, consider two standard views 
about priority setting. First, on an egalitarian view, we should apply 
equal weight to the interests of everyone, and we should then select 
the policy that does the most good possible, all else equal (without vio-
lating rights or otherwise acting wrongly). On this view, we might need 
to favor nonhuman interests in at least some cases, since nonhumans 
constitute more than 99% of our population, and nonhuman suffering 
might substantially outweigh human suffering in the aggregate (about 
which more in Chapter 7). Thus, in cases in which human and non-
human needs conflict, we might at least sometimes be required to 
favor nonhuman needs on an egalitarian view.

Second, on a prioritarian view, we should apply greater weight to 
the interests of the worst-​off among us than to the interests of the 
best-​off among us, and we should then select the policy that does the 
most good possible, all else equal (without violating rights or other-
wise acting wrongly). On this view, we might need to favor nonhuman 
interests in at least some cases as well, since, on some views about how 
to compare well-​being across species, the vast majority of nonhumans 
are currently much worse off, or, at least, not much better off, than the 
vast majority of humans, due in part to human activity (about which 
more in Chapter 8). Thus, as with an egalitarian view, in cases in which 
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human and nonhuman needs conflict, we might at least sometimes be 
required to favor nonhuman needs on a prioritarian view.

We can make the same kind of point about restrictiveness as well. 
In particular, while some methods including animals decrease human 
liberty overall, they can still increase liberty overall. After all, the ina-
bility to exploit or exterminate nonhuman animals in particular ways 
(particularly when alternative options are available) is nothing com-
pared with the inability to stand up, turn around, walk outside, engage 
in natural behaviors, spend time with your family, or live to see your 
first birthday. And, if a minor net decrease in human liberty can re-
sult in a major net increase in nonhuman liberty, then we might once 
again need to make that trade, especially when there are so many more 
nonhumans than humans and when human activity is responsible for 
so many current restrictions on nonhuman liberty.13

To see why we might sometimes need to favor nonhuman li-
berty over human liberty in cases of conflict, consider two standard 
approaches to liberalism. First, John Stuart Mill, a consequentialist 
liberal, famously advanced a harm principle. According to this prin-
ciple, the state should not impose its own conception of the good life 
on community members, but should rather support each community 
member in pursuing their own conception of the good life, provided 
that each community member avoids harming others in the process. 
On this approach, if we see nonhumans as community members, too 
(about which more in Chapter 6), then we will see that our current 
political structure is clearly in violation of the harm principle, since it 
permits practices that massively and unnecessarily harm nonhuman 
animals.14

Second, John Rawls, a nonconsequentialist liberal, famously ad-
vanced a liberty principle. According to this principle, the state 
should not impose its own conception of the good life on community 
members, but should rather extend each community member as many 
basic rights and liberties as possible (including by providing each 
community member with “primary goods” that allow them to set and 
pursue their own goals in life), compatibly with equal basic rights and 
liberties for all. As with the harm principle, if we recognize nonhuman 
animals as community members, too, then we can see that our current 
political structure is clearly in violation of the liberty principle, since 
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it not only distributes primary goods inequitably but also permits 
practices that massively and unnecessarily violate nonhuman liberty.15

To be clear, I am not claiming here that we should always favor non-
human needs over human needs in cases of conflict. First, we need to 
consider much more than equality, priority, and liberty before we can 
know what to do, all things considered. For instance, as I have argued, 
we also have to consider the limits of our knowledge, power, and polit-
ical will. And even if it might be ideal for humans to distribute a much 
higher percentage of social benefits to nonhumans in theory (since 
nonhumans constitute more than 99% of our community), it might 
not always be ideal for us to do so in practice (since we might be unable 
or unwilling to achieve or sustain this kind of altruism at present). As 
we will see, our priority-​setting decisions will have to consider many 
other factors as well.

Second, even insofar as we consider equality, priority, and liberty, 
we need to do much more work before we can know whether and how 
to apply such values across species. For instance, what basic goods do 
particular nonhuman animals need to have more liberty, and what 
kind of legal and political status should particular nonhuman animals 
have in human-​administered multispecies political communities? 
Additionally, what do equality and priority even mean in a multispe-
cies community that can include everyone ranging from elephants to 
ants? We will discuss these questions in later chapters. For now, all I am 
claiming is that we should favor nonhuman needs much more than we 
do, and that, plausibly, we should favor nonhuman needs over human 
needs in at least some cases in practice.

4.9.  Summing up

For these and other reasons, I think that we should include animals in 
health and environmental advocacy and policy in spite of the possi-
bility of demandingness. Reducing our use of animals and increasing 
our support for animals is not always demanding, and even when it 
might be, it can still be morally required. Insofar as we approach health 
and environmental policy holistically and structurally, we can re-
duce conflicts between human and nonhuman animals. And insofar 
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as conflicts remain, we might at least sometimes need to prioritize 
nonhumans, since we are currently attempting to increase benefits for 
less than 1% of our population by increasing burdens for more than 
99% of our population (including many humans), and since such 
radically unequal distributions of benefits and burdens are morally 
unacceptable.

With that said, as with futility, I do think that we should take the pos-
sibility of demandingness seriously in our decision-​making. Insofar 
as a particular strategy for reducing our use of animals or increasing 
our support for animals is likely to be highly burdensome or restric-
tive, that should count against that strategy all else equal (and perhaps 
all things considered, depending on the details). Consider a policy of 
relocating as many nonhuman climate refugees as possible, either to 
sanctuaries or to novel natural ecosystems. If someone were to propose 
such a policy, I would likely reply that this idea is unacceptably de-
manding, at least at present. Even if it could overcome concerns about 
futility, it would be far too burdensome to be a cost-​effective method of 
reducing human-​caused animal suffering at scale.

Similarly, consider a policy of banning the activities that harm and 
kill nonhuman animals in the first place. In particular, according to this 
policy, we would not only ban practices that harm and kill nonhumans 
as means to our ends, such as animal farming and animal research. We 
would also ban practices that harm or kill nonhumans as side effects 
of our activities, such as construction and transportation. If someone 
were to propose such a policy, I would likely reply that this idea is 
unacceptably demanding as well, at least at present. Even if it could 
overcome concerns about futility, it would be far too restrictive to be 
compatible with essential work that can do a lot of good for humans 
and nonhumans alike in the long run. (We will consider some other 
difficult conflicts between human and nonhuman needs and interests 
in Chapter 6.)

But even in these cases, the truth is likely somewhere in the middle. 
For example, while it might be a bad idea to attempt to relocate as 
many nonhuman climate refugees as possible, it might not be a bad 
idea to attempt to support some of them in other ways. For instance, 
we can attempt to relocate some nonhuman climate refugees, ideally to 
sanctuaries, both to reduce and repair human-​caused harms to these 



88  Saving Animals, Saving Ourselves

animals and to demonstrate that alternative forms of multispecies co-
existence are possible. Meanwhile, we can train more veterinarians, 
build more sanctuaries, and otherwise make nonhuman habitats, ran-
ging from urban to natural environments, more humane. This more 
balanced approach can preserve many of the benefits of the other, 
more demanding approach, while mitigating some of the costs.

Similarly, while it might be a bad idea to ban all practices that harm 
and kill animals, it might not be a bad idea to address some of these 
harms in other ways. For example, we can ban particular practices 
that harm or kill animals unnecessarily, including particular kinds of 
farming, research, deforestation, and development. We can also regu-
late remaining harmful practices to make them less harmful, develop 
alternatives to make remaining harmful practices less necessary, and 
make infrastructural changes that reduce human and nonhuman con-
flict in general, so that replacing harmful practices with other, less 
harmful alternatives is less disruptive for humans and nonhumans 
alike. This more balanced approach can preserve many of the benefits 
of the other, more restrictive approach, while mitigating some of 
the costs.

When we attempt to strike a balance in these kinds of cases, we 
should keep in mind that, as with our intuitions about futility, our 
intuitions about demandingness are unlikely to be reliable. After 
all, we currently live in a social, political, and economic system that 
normalizes and artificially reduces the cost of animal exploitation and 
extermination, and that stigmatizes and artificially increases the cost of 
alternatives. In this context, we might think that alternatives to animal 
use are too demanding to be morally required. But this might simply 
be a failure of imagination on our parts. Insofar as we change the social, 
political, and economic systems that favor harmful systems over other, 
less harmful systems, we might find that many interventions are much 
less demanding than they currently appear, or, even, currently are.

We should also keep in mind that we currently have privilege over 
other animals, and that when we have privilege, equality can feel like 
oppression. But of course, it is not acceptable for us to restrict the scope 
of justice simply to make our lives easier. Instead, we must expand the 
scope of justice to include everyone who deserves it, and we must then 
think creatively about how to support everyone involved as much as 
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reasonably possible. The implications for animals are clear. We have 
a duty to treat other animals much better than we are. And while we 
might need to sacrifice some of our current privileges in order to do 
that, this is acceptable. Indeed, we never should have taken many of 
these privileges for ourselves to begin with—​or, at least, we should stop 
taking them for ourselves now that we have better options.

Thus, as with futility, in rejecting the idea that including animals is 
too demanding to be morally required, I am not rejecting the idea that 
there are limits to what can be morally required. I am instead rejecting 
the idea that we know what these limits are, and that, in particular, we 
know that these limits are so substantial that any attempt to reduce our 
use of animals or increase our support for animals at scale is unaccept-
ably burdensome or restrictive. We already know that we need to make 
sacrifices in order to address pandemics, climate change, and other 
global threats. We should consider humans and nonhumans together 
in this process, in our capacity as both causes and victims. When we 
do, we might find that many changes are easier to make than we cur-
rently think, and that many others, while hard, are still possible and 
necessary.

4.10.   Conclusion

I can appreciate why we might resist the idea of including animals in 
health and environmental advocacy and policy. Our global health 
and environmental problems are already so complex, and they only 
become more so when we attempt to include other animals in our 
solutions. However, I have argued that this complexity is a reason to 
act thoughtfully, not a reason not to act. We have to weigh the costs and 
risks of inclusion against the costs and risks of exclusion. And when 
we do, it is clear that we should try to do something. While we might 
never be able to treat everyone ideally well, we can still do better than 
we are. And while humans in the global 1% might need to accept more 
burdens and fewer benefits to accomplish this goal, this is both less ex-
treme and more tolerable than it might currently appear to be.

I have also argued that with respect to both futility and demand-
ingness, which interventions are possible and necessary can change 
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over time. Part of why reducing our use of animals might seem un-
thinkable now is that our current global systems are built around the 
exploitation and extermination of other animals. Similarly, part of why 
increasing our support for animals might seem unthinkable now is 
that our current global systems are built around the needs of humans 
in the global 1%. We have a stronger infrastructure in place for produ-
cing animal products than plant products and for supporting humans 
in the global 1% than everyone else. To the degree that we change these 
systems, we might find that we have fewer limits in the future than we 
do at present, both in appearance and in reality.

It is worth emphasizing that there is nothing special about animals 
with respect to these issues. Even if we bracket the role of animals in 
health and environmental problems, it would remain the case that 
these problems are complex, and that any real solutions will involve 
a radical redistribution of benefits and burdens in societies. So, if we 
are not required to include animals in our mitigation and adaptation 
efforts because of the concerns discussed in this chapter, then we are 
also not required to pursue mitigation and adaptation in general. 
Conversely, if we are required to pursue mitigation and adaptation in 
general, in spite of the concerns discussed in this chapter, then we are 
also required to include animals in these efforts. I think that the latter 
conclusion makes much more sense than the former.

In the next two chapters, I will consider what including animals in 
health and environmental advocacy and policy might look like more 
concretely. I will start, in Chapter 5, by discussing a series of changes 
that I think that we should clearly implement, many of which I have 
already touched on in this chapter. I will then, in Chapter 6, discuss a 
series of changes that might be more controversial, but that we should 
still seriously consider. For instance, I think that we should consider 
extending legal and political standing and representation to animals. 
Finally, in Chapters 7 and 8, I will consider questions about well-​being, 
moral status, creation ethics, and population ethics that we will need 
to answer in order to make our duties regarding animals, pandemics, 
climate change, and other global threats more concrete.
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5
Methods of inclusion for animals

5.1.   Introduction

I have argued that we have a moral duty to include animals in health 
and environmental advocacy and policy, but I have also argued that 
we have a duty to act within our epistemic, practical, and motivational 
limits. This raises the question what we should do and how we should 
do it. This question is difficult to answer, because our task is both ur-
gent and complex. On one hand, the more ambitious we are in the short 
term, the more we risk making mistakes, by pursuing the wrong goals 
or pursuing our goals ineffectively. On the other hand, the less ambi-
tious we are in the short term, the more we will miss the opportunity to 
include animals in efforts already underway, and so the more we will 
risk reinforcing a status quo that exploits and exterminates trillions of 
animals per year, thereby harming us all.

As I discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, I think that resolving this tension 
will require different approaches in different situations. With respect 
to some issues, we already know what to do and how to do it, and we 
already have momentum behind this work. For instance, we know how 
to reduce our use of animals at scale, and many people are committed 
to this project. With respect to other issues, we know less about what to 
do or how to do it, and we have less momentum behind this work. For 
instance, we do not yet know how to increase our support for animals 
at scale, and even if we did, not many people are committed to this pro-
ject. So, we might need to take a different approach to, say, reducing 
farmed animal suffering and death than to, say, reducing wild animal 
suffering and death at present.

My aim in this chapter is to discuss eight steps that we clearly can, 
and should, take to include animals in health and environmental ad-
vocacy and policy. We should promote research and advocacy for 
animals, we should reduce support for industries that exploit and 
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exterminate animals, we should increase support for alternatives, we 
should include animals in impact assessments, we should include an-
imals in education and employment, we should include animals in 
social services, we should include animals in infrastructure changes, 
and we should stop blaming and punishing animals for human-​caused 
problems. Of course, even these steps are radical and transformative. 
But in these cases, the urgency outweighs the complexity. We should 
start now and work out the details along the way.

As with everything in this book, my discussion here will focus on 
the big picture. I will not discuss every step that we can and should 
take, nor will I discuss these steps in maximum detail. Instead, I will 
provide a general survey of practical steps that we can work together 
to pursue in the short term, so that we can start making progress. 
Granted, as we will discuss later, there are further uncertainties about 
what we should do in the long run, as well as about how to implement 
these and other changes. But part of what makes the changes discussed 
in this chapter valuable is that they will not only help many humans 
and nonhumans in the short term, but they will also help us to develop 
an infrastructure that will allow us to make informed decisions about 
these more complex questions in the long run.

5.2.  Supporting research and advocacy

First, we can support research and advocacy for animals, global health, 
and the environment. As we have seen, we need to reduce our use of 
animals and increase our support for animals, but we are currently 
neither able nor willing to do this work effectively. It follows that 
we should support research so that we can improve our ability to do 
this work, and we should support advocacy so that we can improve 
our willingness to do this work. Moreover, we should support both of 
these efforts now. After all, research and advocacy take time to do well, 
and we have very little time to spare. Thus, we should start laying the 
groundwork for effective policy now, by investing heavily in a broad, 
pluralistic, holistic, and structural approach to animal, global health, 
and environmental research and advocacy.
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We need more research in many areas, but we particularly need 
more research concerning wild animal welfare. As we have seen, 
we currently know very little about what wild animals are like, how 
human activity is impacting wild animals, and how, if at all, we can 
improve wild animal welfare at scale. For example, how many wild 
animals exist in the world at any given time? Which wild animals are 
doing well and badly at present? Which wild animals will do better 
and worse in a world reshaped by human-​caused climate change? If 
we provide particular wild animals with, say, food, water, shelter, or 
veterinary care, how will that impact wild animal populations? If we 
intervene in wild animal suffering through, say, population control or 
genetic engineering, how will that impact wild animal populations?

To support this research effectively, we need to think holisti-
cally when assessing the value of research. For example, insofar as 
researching wild animal welfare is a priority, it can be tempting to focus 
on research in the natural sciences. However, we need research in the 
social sciences and humanities, too. For example, we need research in 
the social sciences to know how advocacy will affect policy, and how 
policy will affect our treatment of wild animals. And we need research 
in the humanities to know how to evaluate these behaviors and impacts 
in the first place. For example, what makes life better, worse, good, 
or bad for animals, and how can we answer such questions given the 
limits of our human perspective? As we will see later, we need to think 
both empirically and ethically in order to answer these questions.1

To support this research effectively, we also need to think struc-
turally about current and future research institutions. If our goal is to 
make progress sooner rather than later, then it can be tempting to in-
vest primarily in current research programs. However, we need new 
kinds of research programs, too. For example, we need more multi-
disciplinary programs that integrate work on welfare, health, and the 
environment across disciplines. We also need more efforts within dis-
ciplines to learn about other disciplines, and to consider how work 
in each discipline can benefit, and benefit from, work in others. I am 
lucky to be able to work in a multidisciplinary field and department, 
and my work, for all its faults, benefits enormously from that. We need 
to make sure that many more researchers have similar opportunities.2
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As with research, we need more advocacy in many areas, but we par-
ticularly need more advocacy around farmed and wild animal welfare, 
in many respects. For example, we need more support for consumer 
outreach, so that we can motivate people to consume fewer animal 
products, consume more plant-​based products, and support policies 
that help farmed and wild animals. We need more support for corpo-
rate outreach, so that we can motivate companies to produce, buy, and 
sell fewer animal products; produce, buy, and sell more plant-​based 
products; and support policies that help farmed and wild animals. And 
we need more support for political outreach, so that we can motivate 
states to subsidize animal products less, subsidize plant products more, 
and implement policies that help farmed and wild animals.3

As with research, to support this advocacy effectively, we need 
to think holistically when assessing the value of advocacy. For ex-
ample, insofar as we advocate for farmed and wild animals, it can be 
tempting to focus on advocating for welfare reforms. However, we 
need other kinds of advocacy, too. For example, we need to advo-
cate for animal rights, both for its own sake and as a means to welfare 
reforms. Likewise, we need to advocate for diversity, equity, and inclu-
sion within animal advocacy, both for its own sake and as a means to 
expanding our coalitions. As I discussed in Chapter 4, this kind of rad-
ical advocacy might not help many animals by itself in the short term. 
But it is essential for building a movement through which we can help 
as many animals as possible in the long run.4

Similarly, to support this advocacy effectively, we also need to 
think structurally about current and future social movements. If 
our goal is to make progress sooner rather than later, then it can 
be tempting to invest primarily in current organizations. However, 
we need new kinds of organizations, too. For example, we need 
more multi-​issue networks that integrate work on welfare, health, 
and the environment across movements. We also need more efforts 
within movements to learn about other movements, and to consider 
how work in each movement can benefit, and benefit from, work 
in other movements. This is part of why standing in solidarity with 
other movements is so helpful. Not only can solidarity help other 
movements, but it can also make any particular movement more 
knowledgeable and powerful.
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Supporting research and advocacy, then, is not only a matter of 
increasing research and advocacy on the topics discussed in this book. 
It is also a matter of creating the conditions necessary for this work to 
be accurate and effective. No matter how many people research animal 
welfare, this research will not be accurate if it focuses exclusively on, 
say, the biological dimensions of animal welfare without considering 
the social or normative dimensions of animal welfare. And no matter 
how many people advocate for animal welfare, this advocacy will not 
be effective if it focuses exclusively on, say, the need to reduce suffering, 
without also considering the need to respect rights, cultivate virtues, 
build relationships of care, or improve social dynamics within and be-
yond animal advocacy.

5.3.  Reducing support for harmful industries

Second, we can reduce support for industries that exploit and exter-
minate animals through boycotts, taxes, regulations, bans, and other 
actions. These industries maintain the appearance of efficiency be-
cause of subsidies and deregulation. As we have seen, subsidies reduce 
costs for these industries by increasing costs for the public, and de-
regulation reduces costs for these industries by lowering standards for 
how they treat animals, workers, health, and the environment, which 
once again increases costs for the public. Insofar as we reduce public 
support for harmful practices, not only will we improve standards for 
our treatment of humans and nonhumans, but we will also require 
producers and consumers to pay for the harms that they cause, thereby 
making harmful systems less competitive on the free market.5

With that in mind, consider the role that governments and other 
institutions can play in advocacy. In much the same way that individ-
uals can advocate against harmful practices, collectives can do so as 
well. For example, many U.S. cities are now implementing informa-
tional policies to promote humane, healthful, and sustainable food 
choices. Los Angeles, Philadelphia, and Washington, D.C. have made 
Meatless Mondays proclamations, and Austin, New York City, and 
Portland have run public awareness campaigns on topics ranging from 
food ethics to wild animal welfare. Some cities have also followed these 
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informational policies with other policies, as we will see in a moment. 
But even in cases where these policies are purely informational, they 
can still play an important role in shaping social norms.

Second, consider the role that governments and other institutions 
can play in boycotts. In much the same way that individuals can boy-
cott harmful practices, collectives can do so as well. For example, many 
universities are now implementing “plant-​forward” menus to reduce 
their carbon footprints.6 And many cities are now changing procure-
ment policies to achieve the same aim. For example, in 2019, New York 
City announced that it would serve 50% less beef and phase out 
processed meat at city-​controlled facilities such as schools, hospitals, 
and prisons.7 Similarly, school districts in Baltimore, Los Angeles, 
New York City, Oakland, and Philadelphia have implemented Meatless 
Monday programs (or similar programs), and San Francisco hospitals 
have reduced meat consumption by 28%.8

Third, consider taxes. Many animal, health, and environmental 
advocates support a system of full-​cost pricing. In a system of full-​cost 
pricing, the state uses taxes to ensure that companies pay for the harms 
that they cause, including public health and environmental harms. If 
we applied full-​cost pricing to, say, factory farming, the cost of this 
practice would skyrocket. Not only would the meat industry lose 
billions per year in subsidies. But it would also face billions per year in 
taxes, since it would be required to pay for the impacts of antimicrobial 
resistance, land use, water use, energy use, waste, pollution, and green-
house gas emissions.9 Countries such as Denmark, Germany, and 
Sweden have reportedly considered a meat tax for these reasons.10 We 
should advocate for other cities, states, and countries to do the same.

Fourth, consider regulations. Many animal, health, and environ-
mental advocates support restrictions on how food products are 
produced and labeled. For instance, many advocates support a re-
quirement that animal products include a label indicating the welfare, 
health, and environmental harms associated with producing and con-
suming these products. Many advocates also support a prohibition on 
false or misleading labeling. For example, food corporations mislead 
consumers by labeling animal products as “humane” and “sustainable” 
when they are anything but. Fortunately, consumer protection lawyers 
are pushing back against this practice in courts.11 Whether or not these 
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efforts are enough to change consumer behavior, they can still make a 
big difference combined with other efforts.12

Fifth, consider bans. Many animal, health, and environmental 
advocates support bans of harmful practices within particular indus-
tries, as well as, in some cases, of entire industries. For instance, many 
cities and states have banned meat, dairy, and egg production methods 
that involve cages, gestation crates, force feeding, and more.13 In 2020, 
China announced a permanent ban on the trade and consumption of 
wild animals in response to COVID-​19.14 And around the same time, 
U.S. Senator Cory Booker introduced the Farm System Reform Act, 
co-​sponsored by Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren, which would 
place a moratorium on new large factory farms and call for the clo-
sure of large factory farms by 2040.15 Whether or not such policies are 
enough, they are clearly steps in the right direction.

Of course, we can debate which of these efforts to prioritize in 
which cases. For instance, I believe that a global ban on factory 
farming, deforestation, and the wildlife trade is morally ideal, for 
reasons discussed in Chapters 2 and 3. But I also appreciate that 
such a ban is not achievable at present. So I think that insofar as local 
bans might be more achievable at present, we should pursue them 
for now, and that insofar as they are not, we should pursue a combi-
nation of advocacy, boycotts, taxes, and regulations for now, so that 
we can express disapproval of these industries while making them 
less competitive on the free market by increasing the cost of meat 
production. We can then implement broader bans later on, once our 
social, political, and economic structures have shifted enough for 
these bans to be achievable.

We can also debate how far these efforts should extend, both in the 
short term and in the long run. For example, should we limit taxes to 
full-​cost pricing, or should we apply further taxes as well? Similarly, 
should we restrict bans to some animal products, such as factory 
farmed products, or should we apply them to all animal products? 
These are difficult questions, and I will not answer them here. However, 
I will note that, even if we restrict ourselves to relatively moderate 
options, such as a ban on factory farmed products and full-​cost pricing 
otherwise, that would still be transformative. The food systems that 
currently produce more than 90% of meat would be banned, and any 
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remaining meat would be both rare and expensive, since animal agri-
culture would be responsible for a much wider range of costs.16

5.4.  Increasing support for alternatives

Third, we can increase support for humane, healthful, and sustainable 
practices through social, political, and economic action. In partic-
ular, as we reduce support for factory farming and the wildlife trade, 
we can increase support for plant-​based alternatives. Similarly, as we 
reduce support for deforestation, we can increase support for refor-
estation and land use change. In particular, governments and other 
institutions can support these alternative practices in many of the same 
ways that they are currently supporting harmful industries, such as 
informational campaigns about the benefits of alternatives, procure-
ment of alternatives, subsidies for alternatives, and deregulation for 
alternatives. Since I will discuss alternative land uses shortly, in the 
context of infrastructure, I will focus on alternative food systems here.

When we discuss alternative foods, we might have many alternatives 
in mind. First, of course, we might mean plant agriculture. As Matthew 
Hayek shows, improving production of pulses such as beans, chickpeas, 
and lentils can substantially improve nutrition and sustainability in 
our global food system.17 Alternatively, and relatedly, we might mean 
plant-​based meat (for instance, a burger made out of veggies, grains, 
soy, and so on) or cultivated meat (for instance, a burger made out of 
flesh that, instead of coming from an animal, comes from a scaffolding 
and growth medium in a brewery-​like facility).18 These alternatives are 
all better for humans, nonhumans, and the environment than animal-​
based foods. Since plant agriculture is relatively well understood, I will 
focus here on plant-​based and cultivated meat.

Plant-​based meat has been around for centuries, and it is currently 
widely available in many countries.19 Initially, plant-​based meat was 
easy to distinguish from conventional meat. It might have resembled 
conventional meat in some respects, but everybody knew which was 
which. But increasingly, companies are discovering methods of pro-
duction that make plant-​based meat difficult to distinguish from con-
ventional meat. For example, companies such as Beyond Meat and 
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Impossible Foods are now able to break plants down into core parts in-
cluding “amino acids, lipids, water, and a trace amount of minerals and 
carbohydrates” and then restructure those parts so that they resemble 
conventional meat.20 As this technology improves, the gap between 
plant-​based and conventional meat will continue to close.

In contrast to plant-​based meat, cultivated meat is still in early stages 
of development. The idea has existed for at least a century,21 and the 
basic technology has existed for decades.22 But use of this technology 
to produce meat is still relatively new. In 2002, researchers announced 
that they made a fish filet,23 and in 2013 Mark Post debuted the first 
edible cultivated hamburger in London.24 Since then, many compa-
nies have worked to improve cultivated meat production methods, and 
they have reached important milestones in recent years. For instance, 
in December 2020, Singapore became the first country to grant regu-
latory approval for cultivated meat,25 and the Singaporean restaurant 
1880 became the first to sell cultivated meat—​in this case, “lab-​grown 
chicken made by U.S. start-​up Eat Just.”26

Plant-​based and cultivated meat are promising alternatives to con-
ventional meat. Production of these alternatives is more humane, 
healthful, and sustainable than production of conventional meat. For 
instance, one study predicts that cultivated meat will require only 1% 
as much land and 4%–​18% as much water as conventional meat, and 
that it will emit only 4%–​22% as many greenhouse gases as conven-
tional meat.27 Even if these estimates are optimistic,28 cultivated meat 
is still likely to be better than conventional meat overall. Thus, while a 
food system based entirely around simple plants might or might not be 
ideal in the long run, a food system based partly around plant-​based 
and cultivated meat might at least be a reasonable compromise in the 
short term, as we wean ourselves from conventional meat.29

However, there are substantial obstacles that plant-​based and es-
pecially cultivated meat need to overcome in order to realize this 
potential. For instance, socially, we need to persuade people that 
plant-​based and cultivated meat products are consistent with their 
personal, cultural, and religious identities, as well as that conventional 
meat products are bad and inconsistent with their personal, cultural, 
and religious identities. We also need to push back against arguments 
against these products. For example, when people call plant-​based and 
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cultivated meat “unnatural,” we can point out that these products are 
more natural than we might think, that conventional meat is less nat-
ural than we might think, and that, in any case, which foods are “nat-
ural” is less important than which foods are humane, healthful, and 
sustainable.30

Similarly, politically and economically, we need to promote plant-​
based and cultivated meat in the business and political communities. 
This means persuading business leaders to see these alternatives as 
opportunities to pursue, rather than as competition to resist. It also 
means lobbying political leaders to shift subsidies away from con-
ventional meat and toward these alternatives. Meanwhile, we need to 
push back against attempts to undermine these products. For example, 
when conventional meat companies argue that plant-​based meat labels 
mislead consumers, we can argue that these labels accurately convey 
the nature of these products to consumers. We can also argue that 
many conventional meat labels are misleading, since conventional 
meat is not, for instance, humane or sustainable.31

Finally, technologically, we need to publicly fund research to accel-
erate development of alternative proteins, so that plant-​based and es-
pecially cultivated meat can be more ethical and effective substitutes. 
For example, in the case of cultivated meat, we need to replace animal-​
based growth mediums with plant-​based growth mediums so that 
cultivated meat can be more ethically acceptable. We also need to re-
duce the economic costs of production so that cultivated meat can be 
more economically competitive (and of course, increasing taxes and 
regulations for conventional meat can help in this regard too). Finally, 
ideally, we can also reduce the energy costs of production so that culti-
vated meat can be an even more sustainable alternative to conventional 
meat than it currently is.

5.5.  Including animals in impact assessments

Fourth, we can include animals in health and environmental im-
pact assessments. Many public and private institutions use impact 
assessments to make policy decisions. In particular, when we need 
to make decisions that involve trade-​offs, we attempt to estimate the 
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benefits and harms of each option so that we can make an informed 
decision about which option to pursue, all things considered. If we in-
clude animals in these impact assessments, then we can make more 
informed decisions about how to increase benefits and decrease harms 
for everyone impacted by our activity. But as we have seen, this means 
more than considering nonhumans for the sake of humans, as current 
approaches to One Health and the Green New Deal do. It also means 
considering nonhumans for their own sakes.32

Consider four steps we can take to include animals in impact 
assessments more effectively. First, we can include the health and en-
vironmental impacts of factory farming, deforestation, the wildlife 
trade, and other such practices in our impact assessments and policy 
decisions. As we have seen, many people now recognize that the ex-
ploitation and extermination of nonhuman animals contribute to 
global health and environmental threats. But when we fail to include 
these contributions in the impact assessments that inform policy 
decisions, we significantly underestimate the harms of these practices 
and risk making mistakes. This is part of why—​but not, of course, the 
only reason why—​food tends to receive less attention than energy and 
transportation, relative to its impact.

Second, we can include the welfare and rights of farmed animals 
in our impact assessments and policy decisions.33 For instance, many 
people now recognize that factory farming is bad not only for global 
health and the environment but also, and especially, for the billions of 
cows, pigs, chickens, fishes, and other animals who suffer and die in 
factory farms and slaughterhouses every year. But once again, when 
we fail to include farmed animals in the impact assessments that in-
form policy decisions, we significantly underestimate the harms of 
this practice. Although considering global health and environmental 
impacts might be enough to show that factory farming is wrong, con-
sidering farmed animal suffering and death is morally necessary too, 
and it makes the wrongness of factory farming all the more apparent.

Third, we can include the welfare and rights of wild animals in our 
impact assessments and policy decisions. For instance, many people 
now recognize that deforestation and the wildlife trade are bad not 
only for global health and the environment but also, and especially, 
for the countless wild animals who suffer and die as a result of these 
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practices. But once again, when we fail to include wild animals in the 
impact assessments that inform policy decisions, we significantly 
underestimate the harms of these practices. Importantly, this point 
applies to alternative practices too. For instance, if we reforest or re-
wild nature without considering wild animals, then we might improve 
global health and environmental impacts while harming, killing, and 
neglecting many wild animals unnecessarily.

Fourth, we can lay the groundwork for these efforts not only by 
supporting research and advocacy about animals, but also by ensuring 
that policymakers are able to consider animals when making policy 
decisions. For example, we can advocate for governments to create 
animal protection agencies or animal welfare offices, as, for instance, 
Mexico City and New York City have done.34 Granted, this simple step 
might not be enough to ensure adequate representation for animals in 
law and policy. (We will consider more ambitious ideas in Chapter 6.) 
But it might increase the chance that at least someone will consider an-
imals as part of the political process. In many cases, this is all that it 
takes to identify, and implement, simple changes that benefit humans 
and nonhumans alike.

Of course, one might reasonably worry that we are not yet ready 
to include animals in our impact assessments in all of these ways. As 
we have seen, we currently know relatively little about animal welfare, 
and we also currently have relatively little political will for reducing 
our use of animals and increasing our support for animals for their 
own sakes. Thus, one might think, including animal welfare in our im-
pact assessments can easily do more harm than good. For instance, we 
might harm animals by making bad assumptions about which animals 
are sentient, which animals have good and bad lives, and how partic-
ular policies will impact particular animals, individually and collec-
tively. We can also easily harm animals by attempting to help them too 
much too fast, such that we risk political backlash.

But as I argued in Chapter 4, I think that we should start including 
animals in our impact assessments, at least to a degree, in spite of these 
risks. First, while we might not know enough to construct accurate im-
pact assessments yet, we still know enough to draw at least some im-
portant conclusions, such as that factory farming, deforestation, and 
the wildlife trade are massively and unnecessarily harmful. Similarly, 
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while we might be able to extend full representation to animals yet, 
we can take at least some important actions, including opening animal 
welfare offices and supporting boycotts, taxes, regulations, and bans on 
some practices as a result. And the more we take these initial steps, the 
more we can build the knowledge, power, and political will necessary 
to take other, more impactful steps later on.

Additionally, as I argued in Chapter 4, while including animals in 
these ways carries risks, excluding them does, too. For instance, in-
sofar as we include animals in impact assessments, we risk making 
mistakes in our efforts to harm them less or help them more. But in-
sofar as we exclude them, we risk neglecting our impacts on them en-
tirely and underestimating the harms of current human practices as a 
result. In this kind of case, we need to carefully weigh all possible risks 
and benefits when deciding what to do. I believe that when we do, we 
will see that including animals thoughtfully and strategically involves 
fewer risks, and more benefits, than excluding them does. We will ex-
amine what including animals thoughtfully and strategically might in-
volve in more detail in Chapters 7 and 8.

5.6.  Including animals in education 
and employment

Fifth, we can include animals in education and employment. Our 
schools shape what we know and care about, and they prepare us to 
join the workforce. Meanwhile, public works programs employ many 
people during economic transitions, and they contribute to creating 
these transitions. As a result, education and employment policy have 
an important role to play in creating a more humane, healthful, and 
sustainable society. If we educate students about what animals are like, 
then we can build a culture where people know and care about animals 
more. If we prepare students for work that involves less use and more 
support for animals, then we can build a workforce that can accom-
plish these aims. And if we invest in humane employment opportuni-
ties, then we can empower people to do this work.

Take education first. Part of including animals in education is 
improving the content of education. As with research and advocacy, 
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we can make education about animals both more expansive and more 
integrative. For example, we can develop veterinary programs that 
teach people about nonhuman health and well-​being and about the 
risks and harms that animals face in the Anthropocene. We can also 
make education about animals more relevant to what will be needed 
in the Anthropocene. For example, we currently have many programs 
that prepare people for work in conventional research, agriculture, 
and conservation. But we have relatively few programs that prepare 
people for work in humane alternatives. The more we invest in these 
alternatives, the more we can bring about generational change.

Another, related part of including animals in education is improving 
how animals are treated in education. At present, many programs use, 
harm, or kill animals unnecessarily as part of education. For instance, 
many students dissect animals in science classes and harm and kill live 
animals as part of medical and veterinary training, in spite of the fact 
that alternative methods are not only more humane but also more ef-
fective.35 As a result, not only do many education programs use, harm, 
and kill animals unnecessarily, but they also teach students that these 
practices are normal and acceptable, and they push away students who 
disagree. The more we invest in humane alternatives to these inhu-
mane practices, the more we can mitigate all of these risks and harms 
while improving educational outcomes.36

Of course, improving education in these ways will be easier to 
the degree that we also improve employment opportunities in re-
lated ways. Fortunately, many people are now starting to do that, by 
supporting people in transitioning away from jobs in harmful indus-
tries. For example, the Agriculture Fairness Alliance is promoting leg-
islation to authorize grants for farmers who want to transition away 
from animal agriculture.37 Similarly, organizations like Mercy For 
Animals are working to direct resources to farmers who want to start 
growing foods like peas, oats, and mushrooms.38 These programs 
stand to benefit not only society but also many farmers and workers 
since the jobs that these programs create tend to be less harmful and 
exploitative than the jobs that they replace.39

Another part of including animals in employment is expanding 
opportunities to work in support of domesticated, liminal, and wild 
animals. One of the main programs in the original New Deal was the 
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Civilian Conservation Corps, which employed millions of workers to 
plant trees and manage nature.40 We can follow this example in policy 
frameworks such as the Green New Deal by creating programs that 
employ workers to manage nature and care for animals who live in 
spaces ranging from cities to forests. Of course, many forms of sup-
port will require relatively specialized labor, such as veterinary work. 
But many others might require relatively unspecialized labor, such as 
food provision. And many others might be somewhere between. We 
can work to expand opportunities for people to do all of these jobs.

Granted, even with such efforts, there is no guarantee that every job 
lost will correspond to a job gained, and there is also no guarantee that 
every job gained will be ideal for workers. For example, suppose that 
we transition from an animal-​based food system to a plant-​based food 
system. Even if this transition adds as many jobs to the economy as it 
removes, many of the jobs that it adds might be in different places or 
require different skills than many of the jobs that it removes. The rise 
of automation, monopoly, and offshoring will affect job availability as 
well. And of course, even though factory farming is particularly dan-
gerous and exploitative, workers are vulnerable to exploitation in other 
industries too. Thus, while expanding education and work opportuni-
ties can reduce trade-​offs, it cannot eliminate them.

This is part of why we need to think holistically about how to sup-
port people in transitioning away from work in harmful industries. 
After all, there are many harmful, exploitative industries that, in spite 
of all the harm that they cause, create jobs and support local econo-
mies. For example, our food, energy, and transportation systems 
all have these features. If we attempt to replace harmful jobs in each 
sector only with alternatives in that same sector, then we might see our 
options as more limited. But if we also consider replacing them with 
alternatives in other sectors, then we might see our options as more 
expansive. In short, creating bridges not only within but across sectors 
allows us to resolve trade-​offs more effectively than creating them only 
within particular sectors does.

This is also part of why we need to think structurally about how to 
support people in transitioning away from work in harmful industries. 
It would be a mistake to think that we can support these transitions ef-
fectively within our current social, political, and economic structures. 
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Yet it would also be a mistake to treat the structural nature of this 
problem as an excuse for inaction. We need to be willing to reduce sup-
port for harmful, exploitative jobs and increase support for helpful, 
respectful jobs where possible within current structures. But we also 
need to be willing to pursue other, more structural changes—​for in-
stance, through improved public education, better worker protections, 
universal healthcare, and universal basic income—​so that we can re-
duce and resolve remaining conflicts effectively.

5.7.  Including animals in social services

Sixth, we can include animals in social services. We all need basic 
goods such as food, water, shelter, and healthcare in order to be able 
to flourish in life. As we have seen, expanding access to these basic 
goods is important not only in itself, but as part of pandemic and 
climate change mitigation and adaptation. Pandemics and climate 
change harm us both directly and indirectly, by amplifying threats 
that we already face such as hunger, thirst, illness, and injury. Thus, 
if we want to reduce unnecessary suffering and reduce and repair the 
harms that we cause, it is not enough to address the direct harms of 
pandemics and climate change. We also need to address the indirect 
harms, by increasing resilience against hunger, thirst, illness, and in-
jury. This requires expanding access to basic goods for humans and 
nonhumans alike.

We currently do include animals in some social services. We at-
tempt to learn about nonhuman health as a means to learning about 
human health, and we also attempt to improve nonhuman health as a 
means to improving human health. Thus, for instance, many states test 
and vaccinate wild animal populations for rabies in order to control 
the spread of rabies within human populations. We sometimes attempt 
to help animals for other reasons too—​for instance, because we care 
about particular animals or, at least, because we care about humans 
who care about them. The global response to wild animal suffering and 
death during the Australia bushfires might be the most recent and sa-
lient example of public support for animal rescue and rehabilitation, 
but there are many other examples as well.
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However, these efforts are limited in a variety of important ways. 
First, ideally our efforts would be both proactive and reactive, in that 
we would work to prevent problems from arising, prepare for them be-
fore they arise, and respond to them after they arise. But while some 
efforts, such as some disease management efforts, are both proactive 
and reactive, other efforts, such as other disease management efforts 
and most animal rescue efforts, are mostly reactive. We can do more 
good overall, then, if we devote more resources to proactive work. The 
more we work to reduce the frequency and intensity of health and en-
vironmental threats, and the more we prepare for the need to care for 
humans and nonhumans alike when we face these threats, the more 
effective (and less necessary) our reactive work will be.

Second, ideally our efforts would consider nonhumans both for the 
sake of humans and for their own sakes. But as we have seen, while 
some efforts, such as some animal rescue efforts, are intended to help 
animals for their own sakes, others, such as other animal rescue efforts 
and most disease management efforts, are intended to help animals 
mostly for our sakes. This instrumentalizing approach has at least two 
troubling implications. First, it leads us to focus more on some animals 
than on others. For instance, we might test and vaccinate for diseases 
that affect humans, but not for diseases that affect only nonhumans. 
Similarly, we might rescue animals who are seen as having value to 
humans, but not animals who are seen as having value only to them-
selves or to other nonhuman animals.

The second troubling implication of this instrumentalizing ap-
proach is that it can lead us to harm and kill nonhumans more than, 
I have argued, we should. For example, our current method of testing 
wild animals for rabies is to kill them and examine their brain tissue.41 
Similarly, when we perceive wild animals to be “pests,” “predators,” 
or “invasive species,” our response is often to kill them as a first re-
sort. But while I have argued that we might sometimes be permitted 
or required to kill nonhumans for self-​defense, other-​defense, or other 
such purposes, I am skeptical that our current approach meets these 
standards. Killing animals as a first resort might appear to make sense 
when we see them as objects, or as mere parts of a whole. But it does 
not make sense when we see them as individuals with rights, as, I be-
lieve, we should.
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To illustrate how including animals in research, advocacy, educa-
tion, employment, and social services are connected, consider again the 
role of veterinarians in the Anthropocene. As Rosalie Trevejo argues, 
we can empower veterinarians to do much more good than they cur-
rently are. For example, in the United States, many more veterinarians 
are employed to care for captive and domesticated animals, such as 
farmed, lab, and companion animals, than to care for wild animals. 
Of course, this makes sense. Veterinary care costs money, and humans 
are more willing to spend money on veterinary care for animals we 
“own” (for both altruistic and self-​interested reasons) than for animals 
nobody “owns.” But this focus still limits how much veterinarians can 
work to improve human and nonhuman lives.42

With that in mind, Trevejo discusses several major contributions 
that veterinarians can make to public health, with appropriate support. 
First, veterinarians can participate in disease detection and reporting. 
If we improve communication between human and nonhuman health 
experts and providers, then veterinarians can provide valuable data 
for public health officials. Second, veterinarians can participate in 
disease response and prevention. If we expand training and accredi-
tation programs, then veterinarians can train to participate in surge 
responses to public health crises, as well as to participate in public out-
reach about human and nonhuman health. Finally, veterinarians can 
conduct research about nonhuman health and well-​being, contrib-
uting to health science both in theory and in practice.

These are inspiring goals, but they cannot be accomplished in a 
vacuum. As I have discussed, we need to both expand and improve vet-
erinary education and employment opportunities so that veterinarians 
are both able and willing to achieve higher standards of care for a wider 
range of animals. And as I will discuss in a moment, we also need to ex-
pand and improve relatively captive spaces for animals, such as rescues 
and sanctuaries, as well as relatively wild spaces for animals, such as 
parks and reserves, so that veterinarians have an infrastructure within 
which they can do this work. And while I have focused on veterinarians 
here, similar remarks apply for many other people, too, ranging from 
architects to zoologists. We can empower many people to care for non-
human animals, but we need to do a lot to make that happen.
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5.8.  Including animals in infrastructure decisions

Seventh, we can include animals in infrastructure decisions. If we 
want to improve human and nonhuman lives simultaneously, then we 
need to make infrastructural changes that can address the direct and 
indirect harms of pandemics, climate change, and other threats for 
as many of us as possible. This involves asking two related questions. 
First, when we consider human and nonhuman needs together, how 
much of the world should we develop and how much should we leave 
undeveloped (or restore to a less developed state)? Second, when we 
consider human and nonhuman needs together, how can we better 
support nonhumans in all environments, ranging from relatively de-
veloped spaces such as urban and agricultural spaces to relatively un-
developed spaces such as forests and oceans?

Regarding how much of the world to develop and how much to 
leave undeveloped, many people believe that we should reduce defor-
estation and development and increase reforestation and rewilding 
substantially.43 As we have seen, current rates of deforestation are con-
tributing to biodiversity loss, pandemics, climate change, and other 
such problems.44 Meanwhile, a 2019 study estimates that the planet 
can support about 25% more forested land, and that if humans planted 
about 500 billion trees, we could reduce atmospheric carbon by about 
25%.45 Of course, a lot depends on details, such as how much money 
this process would cost, how effective this process would be, and how 
else this money and land might be used. But plausibly, reforestation 
efforts that keep these factors in mind can be helpful.

How might considering nonhuman animals affect this discussion? 
It would lead us to consider the impact of these efforts not only on 
species and ecosystems but also on individual animals. For instance, 
we can expect that fewer wild animals would live in a more developed 
world and that a higher proportion of wild animals would live in closer 
proximity to humans. In contrast, we can expect the opposite in a less 
developed world. Which outcome is best for animals overall? This is a 
hard question to answer, in part because it requires us to answer fur-
ther questions about well-​being and population ethics that we will con-
sider in Chapters 7 and 8. For now, we can note that while reforestation 
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might be highly valuable from a health and environmental perspective, 
the direct impacts on nonhumans will be mixed.

Regarding how to make relatively developed or undeveloped 
spaces safer for animals, we have many options that we can explore. 
In the case of relatively developed spaces, we can develop them with 
human as well as nonhuman access needs in mind. For instance, as we 
discussed in Chapter 4, we can reduce the rate of collisions with an-
imals by installing bird-​friendly windows on buildings and vehicles, 
as well as by installing overpasses and underpasses on transporta-
tion systems. We can also create more urban green spaces that benefit 
humans and nonhumans alike. For example, the more we expand and 
improve urban parks, the more we can provide humans with beauti-
fication, cleaner air, and cleaner water, and the more we can provide 
nonhumans with relatively natural places to live.

Similarly, in the case of relatively undeveloped spaces, we can 
design and manage them with nonhuman needs in mind. As many 
ecologists have noted, if we want ecosystems to be resilient in the 
Anthropocene, then creating new ecosystems might be more effec-
tive than simply preserving current ecosystems or restoring past 
ecosystems.46 For example, which trees we plant, and how densely we 
plant them, will partly determine how much carbon they can store 
as well as how resilient they can be in the face of fires, floods, and 
diseases.47 It will also partly determine which animals will live in 
these spaces, how these animals will interact, and what kinds of lives 
these animals will have. If we consider all of these impacts, then we 
can develop novel ecosystems that balance welfare, health, and envi-
ronmental benefits.

More generally, since captivity and wildness can both be harmful, 
we can search for middle-​ground solutions that preserve the benefits of 
these options while minimizing the harms. For example, insofar as we 
build relatively captive spaces for animals, we can build them more on 
the model of sanctuaries, where nonhumans can have more freedom 
and less exposure to human-​caused harms, than on the model of zoos 
or aquariums, where the opposite can easily be true.48 Conversely, in-
sofar as we build relatively wild spaces for animals, we can build them 
more on the model of reserves, where nonhumans can have more se-
curity and less exposure to natural harms (as well as human-​caused 
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harms, insofar as human activity threatens wild animals), than on the 
model of nature, where the opposite can easily be true.

When we consider all of these issues together, we might find our-
selves pursuing different adaptations, or, at least, pursuing similar 
adaptations in different ways. Consider the question of how to adapt to 
coastal flooding. When all we consider is humans, we might think that 
seawalls are clearly good. However, when we consider nonhumans, 
too, we might or might not accept that, since seawalls can damage 
coastal habitats and harm coastal animals, for instance by making it 
harder for sea turtles to travel back and forth between land and water 
and maintain nesting sites.49 Granted, when we consider such impacts, 
we might still decide that seawalls are net positive in some cases. But 
even if we do, we might at least be able to reduce or repair the harms 
that these adaptations impose on nonhuman populations.

When we consider all of these issues together, we might also find 
opportunities to make needed changes more efficiently. For example, 
we can make building upgrades much more affordably if we upgrade 
buildings once, with human and nonhuman needs in mind, than if we 
upgrade them once with human needs in mind, and then again with 
nonhuman needs in mind. For this reason, I think that we should aim 
to link deadlines for human and nonhuman adaptations as much as 
reasonably possible. For example, if we select 2030 as our deadline 
for improving building materials to be more energy-​efficient, then 
we should also select 2030 as our deadline for improving window 
materials to be more bird-​friendly. This integrated approach can help 
us to make our goals more concrete and, as a result, more likely to 
happen.

5.9.  Not blaming or punishing animals for human-​
caused problems

Eighth, we can stop blaming and punishing nonhuman victims of 
human activity. As we have seen, some human-​caused harms can easily 
lead to others. For example, when there are outbreaks, fires, or floods, 
we kill many animals not only through disease spread and habitat de-
struction but also through violence and neglect. We “exterminate” 
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animals we see as “pests,” “predators,” and “invaders”; we “sacrifice” 
animals in the search for food, medicine, and income; and we “eutha-
nize” or abandon animals who normally depend on us. In many cases 
we make these decisions even though we have other, more humane 
options available to us. In many other cases we might not have other, 
more humane options available to us, but only because we placed our-
selves in this situation by treating animals as objects.50

First, take our practice of killing “pests,” “predators,” and “invaders.” 
Not only do we tend to kill these animals as a first resort, but we also 
tend to kill them in an unnecessarily violent, disrespectful, and dispas-
sionate manner. For example, many states “gamify” violence against 
animals by framing it as a contest or tournament. This harms animals 
directly, through increased violence, as well as indirectly, by promoting 
the idea that violence against animals is a fun family activity. Even if 
killing animals is sometimes morally necessary, we can still approach 
it differently. For example, we can train professionals to kill animals in 
a maximally respectful and compassionate manner, and we can frame 
this violence as what it is—​a necessary tragedy for animals who de-
served much better.

We can also reduce the rate of violence against animals in many 
ways. First, we can pursue structural changes that reduce conflicts be-
tween human and nonhuman animals. We have already considered 
some of these changes, such as infrastructural changes that allow for 
more peaceful coexistence. In Chapter 6, we will consider other, more 
controversial options as well, such as population control and genetic 
engineering programs. Second, we can accept a higher standard for 
when violence is acceptable. We generally treat violence as acceptable 
whenever nonhumans pose any threat at all to any human interest at 
all. Yet as we discussed in Chapter 4, even if we might be warranted in 
prioritizing human interests over nonhuman interests in some cases, 
we are not necessarily warranted in doing so in all cases.

Now take our practice of killing animals in search of food, medi-
cine, and income. As with violence against “pests,” “predators,” and 
“invaders,” this violence is more frequent, disrespectful, and dispas-
sionate than it needs to be. Consider our practice of killing animals 
for food and income. We can substantially reduce this violence by pro-
moting food and economic justice. For example, if we expand access to 



Methods of inclusion for animals  113

plant-​based food systems that can be resilient during pandemics and 
natural disasters, then humans will have less need to kill nonhumans 
for food. Similarly, if we expand access to healthcare, housing, and 
employment, then humans will have less need to kill nonhumans for 
income. Meanwhile, if we ban the wildlife trade, then humans might 
have less incentive to kill nonhumans for food and income.

Similarly, consider our practice of killing animals in the search for 
a cure or vaccine. At present, many researchers believe that animal re-
search is essential for science and medicine. However, this perspective 
overstates the value of animal research, in part because it understates 
many of the expected harms of this practice, ranging from animal suf-
fering and death to false positives and negatives regarding toxicity 
and efficacy.51 If we start investing less in animal research and more in 
animal-​free alternatives, such as artificial intelligence and organ-​on-​a-​
chip methods, then we can improve health outcomes for humans and 
nonhumans alike.52 Similarly, and as before, if we ban the wildlife trade 
and expand access to healthcare, then we can disincentivize the prac-
tice of killing wild animals in search of a “miracle cure.”

Finally, consider our practice of killing and neglecting animals 
when we are unable or unwilling to care for them. Once again, this vi-
olence is more frequent, disrespectful, and dispassionate than it needs 
to be. For example, during COVID-​19, humans “culled” many captive 
animals by suffocating them or burying them alive. In some cases, we 
had other, less harmful options available, but we had no interest in pur-
suing them. In other cases, we might not have had other, less harmful 
options available, but only because we treat captive animals as objects, 
and so we had no budget or plan in place to care for them during a dis-
ruption. The more we tax and regulate harmful uses of animals and de-
velop and subsidize animal-​free alternatives, the more we can prevent 
these tragic situations from arising in the first place.

Throughout this chapter, I have argued that reducing and repairing 
human-​caused harm in the Anthropocene requires social, political, 
and economic change. The social dimensions of change are worth 
emphasizing here. There is a reason that I use scare quotes when 
I discuss “pests,” “predators,” and “invaders,” as well as when I dis-
cuss “culling,” “euthanizing,” or “sacrificing” these animals. As with 
other speciesist tropes, such as the use of object language (e.g., “it” and 
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“that”) rather than subject language (e.g., “they” and “who”) to refer to 
animals, these terms function to normalize violence against animals. 
In particular, they promote the convenient lie that many animals are 
nothing more than threats, and that violence against these animals is 
nothing more than a kindness.

This is why care ethicists such as Carol Adams have long argued 
that, if we want to change our behavior, then we have to change our 
language, too.53 For instance, what if we stopped framing animals as 
invaders when they search for new sources of food, water, and shelter 
in a changing climate and started framing them as refugees? Of course, 
given the many differences between humans and nonhumans, and 
given that our treatment of even human refugees is far from ideal, this 
change would not be enough by itself. But it might help. For instance, 
we might develop more empathy for nonnative animals, and we might 
also consider the interests of native and nonnative animals more eq-
uitably, rather than considering the interests of native animals much 
more than the interests of nonnative animals.

5.10.   Conclusion

Even the relatively moderate steps discussed in this chapter can make 
a major difference. If we were to do everything recommended in this 
chapter, the world would be transformed. We would substantially re-
duce the harm that we cause to many human and nonhuman animals, 
in part by substantially reducing the risk of pandemics, climate change, 
and other such global threats. And we would substantially increase 
the support that we provide for many human and nonhuman ani-
mals, in part by substantially increasing resilience against threats that 
pandemics, climate change, and other such global changes can am-
plify. Perhaps most importantly, we would build an infrastructure that 
includes humans and nonhumans alike, so that future generations will 
be able to support everyone more effectively than we currently can.

Still, as important as these steps are, they are ultimately incomplete 
and transitional. Many questions remain about what else we should 
do in the short term and, especially, in the long run. For example, in 
cases where the needs of nonhumans seem to conflict with the needs of 
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marginalized humans, what should we do? In cases where the needs of 
nonhumans seem to conflict with the needs of species, what should we 
do? To what degree, if any, should we consider improving nonhuman 
well-​being through methods such as population control or genetic en-
gineering? What kind of legal and political status and representation 
should nonhuman animals have, and to what degree, if any, will we be 
able and willing to sacrifice human interests and needs for the sake of 
nonhuman interests and needs in the future?

Many questions remain about other, more fundamental matters, as 
well. Which animals have the capacity for well-​being, and how much 
well-​being can they have? What is the baseline for a life worth living, 
and which animals currently have lives worth living? To what degree 
should we evaluate policies in terms of expected aggregate impacts, 
and to what degree should we evaluate them in terms of other con-
siderations as well, such as rights, virtues, and relationships? How can 
we answer these questions responsibly, given the limits of our human 
perspectives? And, with all that in mind, is our current world a good 
or bad place for animals overall? Is our current trajectory likely to help 
or harm animals overall? And are particular mitigation or adaptation 
efforts likely to help or harm animals overall?

In the next three chapters, I will consider some of the questions 
about politics, well-​being, and population ethics that we need to ask in 
order to determine what to do in the long run and how to do it. While 
we can, and should, take many of the steps here without answering 
these hard questions, we will not be able to decide what to do in the 
long run until we make progress on these issues. Fortunately, I think 
that taking many of the steps here is part of what will allow us to make 
progress on these issues. That is, I think that taking these steps will not 
only help many humans and nonhumans in the short term but also 
help us to build knowledge, power, and political will toward helping 
humans and nonhumans more effectively in the long run. Indeed, 
I think that this is where most of the value of taking these steps lies.
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6
Animals, conflict, and politics

6.1.   Introduction

I have argued that we have a duty to include animals in health and en-
vironmental advocacy and policy, and I have proposed that we start by 
reducing our use of animals and increasing our support for animals 
in ways that benefit humans, too. However, I have noted that, while 
human, nonhuman, and environmental interests are more aligned 
than many people assume, they might not always—​or, indeed, ever—​
be fully aligned. I have also noted that our basic social, political, and 
economic structures might be limiting how much progress we can 
make at present. Thus, as we make work on the issues discussed in the 
previous chapter, we should think about these broader and deeper is-
sues as well, so that we can create the conditions necessary to reduce 
and repair human-​caused harms as much as possible in the future.

Many of the harder questions that we need to ask are legal and po-
litical. Our exploitation and extermination of nonhuman animals are 
partly rooted in our exclusion of nonhuman animals from our legal 
and political communities. In most states, nonhuman animals are clas-
sified as objects under the law. They have no rights at all, which means 
that they lack both negative rights (i.e., rights of noninterference) and 
positive rights (i.e., rights of assistance). And while we can make prog-
ress within this exclusionary framework, for instance by taking the 
steps discussed in the last chapter, there is a limit to how much progress 
we can make without altering the framework itself. In the long run, we 
need to seriously consider whether and how to expand our legal and 
political communities to formally include other animals.

My aim in this chapter is to consider a series of questions that we 
need to ask in order to make our long-​term task more concrete. How 
can we resolve apparent trade-​offs between human, nonhuman, and 
environmental needs in hard cases? When, if ever, should we be willing 
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to alter nonhuman animals or populations to improve nonhuman 
lives? Should we recognize nonhumans as persons under the law, or as 
citizens of political communities? How, if at all, can we represent the 
interests of nonhumans in the political process? While these issues are 
all more general than the health and environmental issues discussed in 
previous chapters, examining them here will illustrate why multispe-
cies justice is currently hard to achieve—​and what we might be able to 
do to make it easier to achieve in the future.

Once again, my discussion here will focus on the big picture. I will 
not discuss all of the questions that we need to ask, nor will I discuss 
any particular question in much detail. Instead, I will attempt to mo-
tivate the idea that there are no simple or universal answers to these 
questions. If we think holistically and structurally about human, non-
human, and environmental issues, then we can prevent many conflicts 
from arising in the first place. But insofar as conflicts still arise, we will 
need to think contextually and pluralistically about how to resolve 
them. And while we might not know what kind of legal and political 
systems we should build yet, we can at least be confident that they 
should be substantially different, and substantially more inclusive, 
than our current, anthropocentric legal and political systems.1

6.2.  A broad, pluralistic coalition

As we have seen, the impacts of human activity on humans, 
nonhumans, and the environment are deeply interconnected. Our 
exploitation and extermination of nonhuman animals are not only 
harming many nonhuman animals but also contributing to public 
health threats such as pandemics and environmental threats such as 
climate change. Additionally, public health threats such as pandemics 
and environmental threats such as climate change both create and 
amplify a wide range of threats for humans and nonhumans alike. 
These links create an opportunity for coalition building across 
human rights groups, animal rights groups, and environmental pro-
tection groups. We can and should work together across movements 
because, when the problems that we face are linked, our solutions 
should be linked, too.2
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These opportunities exist for mitigation as well as for adaptation. 
On the mitigation side, we can work together to resist the practices that 
harm humans and nonhumans alike, including factory farming, defor-
estation, and the wildlife trade. On the adaptation side, we can work 
together to assist the victims of these activities, including the many 
human and nonhuman animals who will do badly in a world reshaped 
by pandemics and climate change. If we do this work together, then we 
will be more likely to identify mutually beneficial solutions that reduce 
and repair the harms of human activity as effectively and efficiently as 
possible. We will also be more successful at promoting these solutions, 
since we will have a broad, pluralistic coalition of groups supporting a 
relatively unified vision of global change.

In fact, opportunities for coalition building are even broader, and 
deeper, than I have space to fully discuss here. While the industries 
that I am discussing here are responsible for many of our shared 
health and environmental problems, they are not responsible for all 
of them. Other industries, such as energy and transportation, are re-
sponsible for many of them as well. More fundamentally, part of what 
allows these industries to cause so much harm are legal, political, and 
economic systems that allow humans to pursue our own self-​interest 
without sufficient consideration for everyone we might be harming. 
Liberalism, democracy, and capitalism, on particular interpretations, 
are all implicated in these harms. We can, and should, have a shared 
interest in reforming or replacing these systems.3

Even more fundamentally, what allows these industries and sys-
tems to cause so much harm is a human tendency to see ourselves, 
and others like us, as more important than everyone else. In every cul-
ture, we create a conception of what it means to be fully human, or 
fully a person, based on the individuals who hold the most power and 
privilege in that culture. We then rank individuals based on the de-
gree to which they have these traits, and we use these rankings to ra-
tionalize practices that impose disproportionate burdens on oppressed 
groups in exchange for disproportionate benefits for privileged groups. 
Racism, sexism, ageism, ableism, classism, speciesism, and more are all 
connected to this general tendency. We can and should have a shared 
interest in resisting these dynamics as well.4
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But while these links across issues and movements create opportu-
nities for coalitions, they create threats for coalitions as well. For ex-
ample, as we have seen, insofar as we take a single-​issue approach to our 
work, we might be satisfied with solutions that reduce harms for one 
group without reducing harms for other groups. We might even be sat-
isfied with solutions that reduce harms for one group while increasing 
harms for other groups, either as a means to this end or as a side effect 
of our work. For example, it can be easy for human rights groups to 
support solutions that either neglect animals or actively harm animals 
unnecessarily. It can also be easy for animal rights groups to support 
solutions that either neglect humans or actively harm humans unnec-
essarily. We will consider a few examples in a moment.

More fundamentally, disagreements about ends and means can 
threaten coalitions as well. We might agree that our current industries 
and systems are bad, but we might disagree about which industries 
or systems would be better. For example, should we seek to abolish 
or merely strictly regulate animal agriculture, deforestation, and the 
wildlife trade? What about liberalism, democracy, and capitalism, on 
particular interpretations? Additionally, should we pursue these goals 
through revolutionary action that seeks to build new industries and 
systems from the ground up, or through reformist action that seeks 
to build new industries and systems through incremental reforms to 
current industries and systems? Insofar as we disagree about these 
questions, we can encounter tensions within and across groups.5

While I will not be able to discuss all of these issues in this book, 
I will make two general comments about them here (as well as discuss 
some of them a bit more later on). First, while we might not be able 
to eliminate the harms that we cause to humans, nonhumans, and the 
environment, we can still minimize these harms if we work together, 
and if we think about our work both holistically and structurally. This 
will help us in two related ways. First, it will help us prevent trade-​offs 
from arising in the first place, by identifying positive sum solutions 
that reduce harm to humans, nonhumans, and the environment all at 
the same time. Second, it will help us resolve remaining trade-​offs in 
an informed, thoughtful manner, by carefully assessing the risks and 
benefits for everyone involved when setting priorities.



120  Saving Animals, Saving Ourselves

Second, while we might not be able to eliminate disagreement 
about what to do and how to do it, we can still develop a shared frame-
work that allows us to work together on shared goals in spite of our 
disagreements. For example, even if we disagree about whether we 
should abolish animal agriculture, we might at least agree that we 
should abolish factory farming. Additionally, pluralism can be healthy. 
When we have a broad, pluralistic movement that includes people with 
different beliefs, values, and practices, we can make more progress than 
might otherwise be possible by learning from each other and adopting 
a division of labor. This is part of why my aim in this book is not to de-
velop a particular moral theory, but rather to develop a general moral 
framework that can serve as the basis for coalition-​building.

6.3.  Holistic and structural change

With that in mind, consider some trade-​offs that we might encounter 
in our mitigation efforts, focusing on food production. First, there 
can be trade-​offs between health and environmental priorities. For 
instance, when we provide farmed animals with less space, we con-
tribute less to climate change, since we consume less land, but we 
also contribute more to pandemics, since we produce more disease 
spread. Similarly, when we replace beef with chicken, we contribute 
less to climate change, since we consume less land and produce less 
methane, but we have mixed effects for pandemics, since we consume 
less land but consume more animals and, potentially, antibiotics. For 
these reasons, advocates might sometimes favor different policies 
depending on whether they have health impacts, climate impacts, or 
both in mind.

There can also be trade-​offs between animal welfare, health, and en-
vironmental priorities. For instance, there can be trade-​offs between 
animal welfare and environmental priorities in the same kind of way 
that there can be between health and environmental priorities. In par-
ticular, although intensive confinement might be better for the climate, 
it is worse for animal welfare since farmed animals suffer more in such 
conditions. And as we have seen, although chicken production might 
be better than beef production for the climate, it is worse for animal 
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welfare, too, since many individual chickens will suffer and die for each 
individual cow who will not. For these reasons, advocates might some-
times favor different policies depending on whether they have human 
impacts, nonhuman impacts, or both in mind.

There can be other kinds of trade-​offs as well. For example, sup-
pose that we agree that a plant-​based food system would be best for 
humans, nonhumans, and the environment overall. Even in that sce-
nario, it would remain the case that many humans and nonhumans can 
be harmed during the transition to a plant-​based food system. It would 
also remain the case that a plant-​based food system can be harmful 
too, since, for instance, it can exploit workers and harm wild animals 
as well (although an animal-​based food system tends to be worse in 
these respects at scale since it requires both animal farming and plant 
farming for animal feed). It will take care to assess these impacts 
well. But if we design future food systems without considering these 
impacts, then we can easily cause additional and unnecessary harm.

But when we think about these issues holistically and structur-
ally, focusing on areas of partial consensus, we can make substantial 
progress. For example, we can agree that a mostly or fully plant-​based 
system is best for humans, animals, and the environment, and, so, 
that we should replace animal products with plant products, not with 
other animal products. We can also agree that, in order to build this 
food system ethically and effectively, we need to combine it with other 
efforts to promote social, economic, and environmental justice, so that 
we can support consumers, producers, workers, farmed animals, wild 
animals, and other stakeholders as much as possible along the way. 
This is part of why One Health and the Green New Deal are such pow-
erful frameworks: because they remind us of the need to consider all 
such links.

Similarly, consider some trade-​offs that we might encounter in our 
adaptation efforts, focusing on urban adaptations. First, there can be 
trade-​offs between health and environmental priorities. For instance, 
when we increase urban density, we contribute less to climate change 
since we consume less energy per capita, but we might contribute more 
to pandemics since we might produce more disease spread per capita. 
This kind of decision can involve other trade-​offs for humans, as well; 
for instance, when we increase urban density, our cities might have 
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more options for housing and employment, but they might also have 
more traffic and pollution, depending on the details. So, once again, 
advocates might sometimes favor different policies depending on 
which impacts they have in mind.

There can also be trade-​offs between animal welfare, health, and 
environmental priorities. For instance, when we view urban animals 
as means to human ends rather than as ends in themselves, we might 
favor saving them to the degree that we view them as having net posi-
tive value for us, and we might favor killing them to the degree that we 
view them as having net negative value for us. And as we have seen, 
this instrumentalizing approach to wildlife management can easily 
lead to a policy of harming and killing animals as a first resort when-
ever they appear to pose any kind of threat at all (even a trivial threat) 
to any kind of human interest at all (even a trivial interest). So, once 
again, advocates might sometimes favor different policies depending 
on which impacts they have in mind.

As with food system reform, there can be other kinds of trade-​offs 
as well. For example, suppose that we agree that relatively dense cities 
are best for humans, nonhumans, and the environment overall. Even 
in that scenario, it would remain the case that many humans and 
nonhumans can be harmed during the transition to denser cities. It 
would also remain the case that denser cities can be harmful too, since, 
for instance, they would cause some nonhuman populations to ex-
pand and others to contract, and they would also cause human and 
nonhuman residents to interact differently, with, at best, mixed effects 
for individual residents. Once again, it will take care to assess these 
impacts well. But if we design future cities without considering these 
impacts, then we can easily cause additional and unnecessary harm.

But when we think about these issues holistically and structurally, 
focusing on areas of partial consensus, we can once again make sub-
stantial progress. In general, when we consider humans, nonhumans, 
and the environment together, we can select adaptations that reduce 
and repair harm to everyone impacted by our activity. For example, 
insofar as humans and nonhumans will have conflicting needs, we can 
use social services (such as food and healthcare) and infrastructure 
changes (such as public transportation and wildlife corridors) to dis-
solve these conflicts as much as possible. And, insofar as some conflicts 
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remain, we can attempt to resolve them as respectfully, compassion-
ately, and equitably as possible—​knowing that doing so will require 
making difficult decisions involving substantial trade-​offs.

6.4.  Trade-​offs between humans and nonhumans

With that in mind, it will help to consider some possible trade-​offs 
between human, nonhuman, and environmental needs, starting with 
possible trade-​offs between humans and nonhumans. As we have seen, 
humans will need to sacrifice at least some of our current privileges in 
order to reduce and repair harm to nonhuman animals. For example, 
when humans participate in cultural or religious practices that involve 
harming animals, it can be hard to ban harms to animals without inter-
fering with these practices. Moreover, when humans are at increased 
risk of food insecurity, housing insecurity, state violence, or mass in-
carceration, it can be hard to ban harms to animals without adding to 
these risks. We need to consider these issues carefully so that we can 
reduce harm to humans and nonhumans alike.

Take conflicts involving cultural and religious practices. On one 
hand, harming and killing someone unnecessarily is morally wrong no 
matter who does it. On the other hand, when many groups contribute 
to such harms, it can be easy for the state to disproportionately target 
marginalized groups for regulation or enforcement. Moreover, even 
insofar as the state attempts to target all groups equally, these attempts 
might still disproportionately impact marginalized groups, since mar-
ginalized groups might have less power to resist these efforts. Either 
way, the result might be that the state allows mainstream groups to 
cause harm while preventing marginalized groups from doing so, even 
in cases where mainstream groups cause much more harm than mar-
ginalized groups in the aggregate.

Many cases involve additional complexity. For instance, in 2020 
the European Court of Justice upheld a “Flemish decision to require 
the use of stunning for livestock on animal rights grounds.”6 However, 
many people interpreted this decision as, in effect, a ban on halal and 
kosher slaughter, which can involve killing animals without stunning 
them first. How should we assess this ruling? On one hand, insofar as 
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killing animals without stunning them first is unnecessarily harmful, 
it makes sense to ban this practice, without exception. On the other 
hand, many other practices in animal farming are unnecessarily 
harmful, too, and yet they remain legal in the European Union and 
elsewhere. Under these circumstances, it might seem problematic to 
single out marginalized cultural and religious practices for regulation.

Similarly, take taxes and regulations. On one hand, we need to in-
crease the cost of harmful practices in order to incentivize less harmful 
alternatives. On the other hand, when the state increases the cost of 
harmful practices, these changes tend to disproportionately impact 
humans with relatively little capital. For example, when the state makes 
harmful practices more expensive, lower-​income people tend to lose 
options more than higher-​income people, since they tend to be less 
able to pay these additional costs. Similarly, when the state makes 
harmful practices illegal, lower-​income people tend to be more vulner-
able to arrest, prosecution, conviction, and life-​altering punishment 
than higher-​income people, since they tend to be less able to defend 
themselves against these state actions.

Once again, many cases involve additional complexity. For example, 
some farm workers abuse animals more than their jobs require. When 
they do, should the state hold them accountable for animal cruelty? 
This is a difficult issue. In an ideally just society, nobody would be per-
mitted to abuse animals. But of course, we do not live in an ideally just 
society. In many current societies, the ordinary violence that factory 
farm workers are required to carry out is much more harmful than, as 
well as a partial cause of, any extra violence they might choose to carry 
out. Moreover, in many current societies, holding workers accountable 
for abuse would subject them to a classist, racist, and violent criminal 
justice system. Under these circumstances, it might seem problematic 
to single out workers for accountability.7

While there are no easy solutions to these problems, I think that 
it helps to keep in mind two general points. First, a lot depends on 
proportionality. If we want legal bans to be both ethical and effec-
tive, then we should prioritize banning unnecessarily harmful main-
stream practices over unnecessarily harmful marginalized practices, 
all else equal. We should also prioritize accountability for individ-
uals and institutions more responsible for harm over individuals and 
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institutions less responsible for harm overall, all else equal. Of course, 
we will need to consider many other factors as well, and we will need 
to make difficult trade-​offs in many cases in practice. But insofar as we 
consider these factors, we can address more harm while imposing less 
risk on marginalized human groups, all else equal.

Second, a lot depends on related changes. Taxes and bans on 
harmful practices can be difficult for people who have no other options 
for food or income. But as we have seen, the more we work to expand 
the options that people have (for instance, by subsidizing plant-​based 
foods and implementing universal healthcare, housing, basic income, 
and so on), the less regressive these taxes and bans will be. Similarly, 
holding people accountable for illegal behavior can be unacceptable 
when our criminal justice system is as classist, racist, and violent as 
many currently are. But the more we work to improve criminal jus-
tice systems (for example, by banning violent practices and shifting 
resources away from policing and toward community care), the more 
acceptable holding people accountable for harmful behavior will be.

With that said, even if we pursue all the holistic and structural 
changes available to us, we will only, at best, reduce conflicts between 
humans and nonhumans. And insofar as conflicts remain, we will need 
to think carefully about how to resolve them. If the moral framework 
that I have developed in this book is roughly correct, then this will 
mean helping animals as much as reasonably possible and harming 
them only when necessary for self-​defense, other-​defense, or other 
such purposes. While we can debate which uses of animals are neces-
sary, there is no debating that the vast majority of our current uses of 
animals are not. The question, then, is not whether to end these uses of 
animals, but rather, only, how best to end them so that we can reduce 
and repair harms to humans and nonhumans alike.

6.5.  Trade-​offs between individuals and species

As we have seen, there can also be tensions between individuals, spe-
cies, and ecosystems, since the needs of individual animals can some-
times differ from the needs of the species and ecosystems of which 
they are part. For example, we might seek to protect species by moving 
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animals to either captive environments or new wild environments. 
Similarly, we might seek to protect ecosystems through reforestation or 
rewilding. But are these practices good or bad for the animals involved, 
and do they respect or violate the rights of these animals? Underlying 
these questions are difficult further questions about, for instance, what 
kind of moral value individuals, species, and ecosystems have, as well 
as about whether we should be aspiring to preserve or restore current 
or past species and ecosystems in the first place.

Consider moving animals to either captive environments or new 
wild environments. On one hand, harming animals unnecessarily is 
wrong whether we do it to make food or clothing that we like or to 
conserve species or ecosystems that we like. On the other hand, we 
might wonder whether these interventions do, in fact, harm animals 
unnecessarily. First, all three options—​keeping animals where they 
are, moving them to captive environments, or moving them to new 
wild environments—​can harm them. So the question is not whether 
to harm animals but rather how to do so as little as possible. Second, 
insofar as these interventions are necessary for conservation and con-
servation is necessary for human and nonhuman well-​being, we might 
think that at least some harm to individuals is, in fact, necessary.

There are other complexities to consider as well. We have already 
seen that assisted migration can produce unintended side effects, both 
to the target species and to other species. Additionally, part of why 
moving animals to either captive environments or new wild environ-
ments seems necessary is that ecosystems are now changing too rap-
idly for animals to be able to naturally adapt. But for the same reason, 
we might wonder if the environments that currently work for partic-
ular animals will stop working for them in the near future. So if we 
aspire to conserve species in these ways, then we might be committing 
to either keep them in captivity forever or keep moving them over and 
over again. Both of these scenarios raise hard questions about animal 
welfare and rights as well as about achievability and sustainability.

Similarly, consider reforestation and rewilding. On one hand, these 
activities will create new animals, and many of these animals will likely 
have bad lives. On the other hand, many of these animals will likely 
have good lives as well. And as we will see in Chapters 7 and 8, it is cur-
rently an open question whether expanded wild animal populations 
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will have net positive or negative well-​being, as well as whether and to 
what degree this consideration determines what we morally ought to 
do. Additionally, and as mentioned previously, insofar as reforestation 
and rewilding are necessary for pandemic and climate change mitiga-
tion and pandemic and climate change mitigation are necessary for 
promoting human and nonhuman well-​being, we might think that at 
least some foreseeable harm to future animals is necessary.

Once again, there are other complexities to consider as well. As 
we will see in Chapters 7 and 8, whether reforestation and rewilding 
are good for wild animals overall depends not only on how these 
interventions impact wild animals but also on which wild animals 
count, how much they count, and in what ways they count. It also 
depends on many additional details. For instance, do we need to in-
tervene in natural systems only once in order to produce the intended 
benefits for humans, nonhumans, and the environment? Or do we in-
stead need to intervene on an ongoing basis in order to produce these 
benefits? And if we accept the latter answer, do we trust that we have 
the knowledge, power, and political will necessary to make reforesta-
tion and rewilding net positive interventions in the long run?

While there are no easy solutions to these problems, I think that it 
helps to keep in mind the same two general points as before. First, and 
as before, a lot depends on proportionality. If we want to help wild an-
imals ethically and effectively, then we should prioritize interventions 
that can help them at scale. We need to do much more research to de-
termine what those interventions are. But based on what we already 
know, I expect that the answer will not involve preserving species and 
ecosystems in their present state or restoring them to any particular 
past state, but will rather involve causing or allowing them to change 
over time (within certain moral and practical limits, about which more 
in a moment), and then supporting the individual animals who will 
exist in these species and ecosystems as best we can.

Second, and as before, a lot depends on related changes. We cur-
rently live in a world where many animals have no good options at 
all. Life in captivity has many downsides. Life in the wild has many 
downsides. And, of course, nonexistence has many downsides, too. 
And in the Anthropocene, humans are at least partly responsible 
for this predicament. This means that we currently face many tragic 
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choices, where we have to select the “least bad” option for many ani-
mals. But it also means that we can, and should, attempt to create more 
options so that we face fewer tragic choices in the future. For instance, 
the more we include animals in education, employment, social serv-
ices, and infrastructure decisions, the more we can increase the chance 
that future animals will have better options for living well.

With that said, as with conflicts between humans and nonhumans, 
even if we pursue all the changes available to us, we will only, at best, re-
duce conflicts between animals, species, and ecosystems. And whether 
species and ecosystems have intrinsic or merely instrumental value, 
they still have a lot of value, and so we still need to think carefully about 
how to resolve these conflicts. When we do, we might sometimes find 
that we should sacrifice individual animals for the sake of species and 
ecosystems (or, at least, for the sake of other animals who depend on 
these species and ecosystems). But we might also sometimes find that 
we should do the reverse. At a minimum, we will need to prioritize the 
interests and needs of individual animals much more than we typically 
do in conservation biology.8

6.6.  Trade-​offs between animals

Finally, and relatedly, there can also, of course, be tensions between 
helping some animals and helping other animals, or even between 
helping particular animals in some ways or helping those animals in 
other ways. We have already considered some examples, and we will 
consider others in the next two chapters. For now we can focus on 
two kinds of intervention that will be particularly controversial in the 
Anthropocene: population control and genetic engineering. In the 
case of population control, we would intentionally alter nonhuman 
populations to improve animal welfare (as well as, perhaps, to achieve 
other valuable goals). In the case of genetic engineering, we would in-
tentionally alter nonhuman genetic traits to improve animal welfare 
(as well as, perhaps, to achieve other valuable goals).

Most current forms of nonhuman population control and genetic 
engineering are clearly morally unacceptable. At present, we typically 
alter nonhuman populations to benefit humans, not to benefit the 
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members of these populations. For example, we expand domesticated 
animal populations for food, clothing, and research, and we contract 
wild animal populations to clear land for agriculture, development, 
and transportation. Moreover, we typically alter these populations in 
unnecessarily harmful ways. For example, we expand domesticated 
animal populations in part by forcibly impregnating animals, and we 
contract wild animal populations in part by killing them for sport.9 We 
also do very little to mitigate the risk of harmful side effects, such as 
trophic cascades that can harm many animals.

But nonhuman population control and genetic engineering can take 
different forms than this. In particular, there might be cases in which 
altering nonhuman populations is good for the members of these 
populations or, at least, for the animals who interact with them. There 
might also be cases in which we can alter nonhuman populations 
relatively noninvasively. For example, altering population levels by 
altering the environments in which animals live so that individuals 
have different incentives regarding reproduction is, while somewhat 
invasive, much less invasive than altering population levels by, say, 
forcibly impregnating or killing animals.10 And of course, as we have 
seen throughout this book, insofar as we pursue interventions that can 
have harmful side effects, we can do much more to predict and con-
trol them.

Suppose that we agree that many actual forms of population con-
trol and genetic engineering are morally unacceptable and that at least 
some possible forms of these interventions are morally acceptable. 
That leaves the difficult question of what to say about everything in 
between. For example, can we permissibly pursue invasive, harmful, or 
lethal interventions in cases in which these interventions are necessary 
to improve animal welfare as much as possible and in which we work to 
mitigate the harmful side effects as much as possible? Examples might 
include spaying, neutering, or killing members of overpopulated spe-
cies as painlessly as possible, or using gene drives to make particular 
species less likely to contract or spread zoonotic diseases that can harm 
humans and nonhumans alike.11

While we would of course need to evaluate each intervention on its 
own merits, we can make a few general observations about them all. 
On one hand, we still have reason to be wary about these interventions. 
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Even if these interventions are less invasive, harmful, or lethal than 
most current interventions, this is, of course, a low bar. To the degree 
that they are still invasive, harmful, or lethal, we should still adopt a 
presumption against them. And while we might aspire to pursue these 
interventions respectfully and compassionately and mitigate negative 
side effects, we should, as always, be mindful of the limits of our know-
ledge, power, and political will. We have a long history of wielding this 
kind of power less responsibly than we should, and we need to take this 
history seriously when calibrating our expectations.

On the other hand, as I have now repeatedly emphasized, we are 
now wielding this power whether we like it or not, and so the ques-
tion that we face is not whether to wield it, but rather how to wield 
it thoughtfully. Do we want to intervene in the lives of other animals 
only through factory farming, deforestation, the wildlife trade, and 
other such practices, or do we instead want to intervene at least partly 
through sincere attempts to reduce and repair the harms caused by 
these practices, too? As always, we also have to consider the scale and 
complexity of harm in the Anthropocene. Are we prepared to harm or 
kill animals when, for instance, we have no other way to spare these 
or sufficiently many other animals from massive and unnecessary 
human-​caused suffering and death?

Striking a virtuous balance between risk tolerance and risk intol-
erance in this context will be difficult. On one hand, we need to be 
cautious about altering nonhuman species and populations. It would 
be bad for us to overestimate our ability to predict and control such 
changes, and it would also be bad for us to respond to the suffering 
of vulnerable others primarily by seeking to control or eliminate the 
sufferers rather than primarily by seeking to control or eliminate the 
sources of their suffering.12 On the other hand, we need to be willing to 
take risks in our efforts to address human-​caused global threats. When 
human activity is changing the world too fast for many species to be 
able to adapt, we should keep an open mind about whether, when, and 
how we might be able and willing to help some species out.

When considering these trade-​offs, I think that it can help to keep 
in mind the same two general points as in the previous two sections. 
First, it can help to keep in mind proportionality. For instance, which 
interventions are likely to provide persistent support for many animals 
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in many environments, and which are likely to provide only tempo-
rary support for some animals in some environments?13 And second, it 
can help to keep in mind related changes. For example, which environ-
mental changes can either mitigate the risks involved with particular 
interventions or eliminate the need for these interventions? The more 
we can change the world to accommodate animals as they are, and then 
support animals within those environments, the less we might need to 
alter these animals or populations, too.

6.7.  The legal status of animals

Of course, solving all these problems will be difficult in the context of 
legal, political, and economic systems that treat nonhuman animals 
as objects to be exploited and exterminated rather than as subjects to 
be respected and supported. So while we can, and should, attempt to 
improve the lives of animals within existing systems, we should also 
attempt to change existing systems so that we can accomplish more 
for animals in the future than we can at present. With that in mind, 
I will close this chapter by considering three basic changes that we 
can pursue for animals: First, we can improve the legal status of an-
imals. Second, we can improve the political status of animals. And 
third, we can extend legal and political representation to animals. 
We can start in this section by considering the idea of legal status for 
animals.

In many legal systems, there are two kinds of basic legal status that 
a being can have: A being can be a legal person, with the capacity for 
rights, or a legal object, without the capacity for rights.14 And at pre-
sent, many legal systems treat all and only humans (as well as some 
stand-​ins for human interests, such as corporations) as legal per-
sons. This, of course, severely limits how we can use the law to pro-
tect nonhumans. Granted, we can still protect nonhumans as we might 
protect any other object. For instance, when we “own” animals, we can 
protect them as our “property.” And when we have public interest in 
animals, we can protect them as a matter of public interest. But these 
options leave us with little recourse when the “owners” are the abusers, 
or when we lack public interest in particular animals.
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This status quo is unacceptable. Nonhuman animals are subjects, 
not objects, and they need to have a legal status that reflects that. The 
question is what kind of legal status they should have. Here we have 
three general options. First, we can extend legal personhood to all sen-
tient beings, human and nonhuman alike. Second, we can preserve 
legal personhood for humans while creating an alternative kind of 
legal status for nonhumans. Third, we can create an alternative kind 
of legal status for all sentient beings, human and nonhuman alike. 
These options are all worthy of consideration, since we should never 
take current frameworks, including frameworks for legal status, for 
granted. With that said, since the first two options are currently more 
viable than the third, I will focus on the first two options here.

First, consider the idea of extending legal personhood to nonhuman 
animals. The Nonhuman Rights Project (NhRP) is pursuing this op-
tion in the United States in part by filing habeas corpus lawsuits on 
behalf of chimpanzees, elephants, and other captive animals.15 The 
NhRP contends that our current conception of legal personhood, 
properly interpreted, implies that these animals are legal persons. This 
is because our current conception of legal personhood does not re-
quire persons to be members of particular species or to have particular 
rights or duties. Instead, all it requires is that persons have at least some 
rights. This is why we rightly hold that all humans are persons in spite 
of our many differences. It is also, the NhRP contends, why we should 
hold that at least some nonhumans are persons.16

Now consider the idea of creating an alternative legal status for 
nonhuman animals. In 2017, Mexico City ratified a new constitu-
tion according to which nonhuman animals are “sentient beings” to 
whom we have moral and legal duties.17 The French Parliament, the 
provincial government of Quebec, the Congress of Colombia, and 
other governments have passed similar laws, extending legal status to 
animals in theory if not always in practice.18 If we take this language 
seriously, then these governments are disrupting the binary between 
legal persons and legal objects by creating a third, middle-​ground 
category of sentient beings. According to this alternative legal frame-
work, all and only humans are legal persons, all and only nonhuman 
animals are sentient beings, and everything else is an object, more or 
less.19
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These approaches have complementary pros and cons. On one 
hand, the benefit of the personhood approach is that it preserves the 
relative simplicity and egalitarianism of our current legal framework. 
Granted, some legal persons might have legal duties, whereas others 
might not, and some legal persons might have particular legal rights 
that others might lack. But insofar as we all have legal rights that re-
flect our individual interests and needs, we all count as legal persons. 
However, the cost of this approach is that classifying nonhumans as 
legal persons might be hard to do in the short term. For example, while 
the NhRP tends to make stronger arguments than the opposition, they 
have yet to win a case, seemingly because many humans find the idea 
of nonhuman personhood so strange.

Conversely, the benefit of the sentient being approach is that classi-
fying nonhumans as sentient beings might be easier to do in the short 
term, as evidenced by the fact that multiple governments have already 
adopted this framework. But the cost of this approach is that it makes 
our legal framework more complex and hierarchical, and it raises dif-
ficult questions about the nature of this middle-​ground category. For 
example, can sentient beings have legal rights that reflect their interests 
and needs? If so, how is that different from being a legal person? If not, 
how is that different from being a legal object? Also, why do all and 
only humans count as legal persons and all and only nonhuman ani-
mals count as sentient beings, despite the fact that there can be varia-
tion within species and similarity across them?

Without attempting to say which approach is better here, I will 
simply make an observation. No matter which option we select, we 
should hold that animals are subjects, not objects, and that they should 
have a legal status that reflects that. And once we do, everything will 
have to change, starting but not ending with practices such as factory 
farming, deforestation, and the wildlife trade. After all, as we have 
seen, these practices cause massive and unnecessary harm to trillions 
of nonhuman animals per year directly, as well as to many other non-
human animals per year indirectly, via pandemics, climate change, 
and other threats. Whether we extend existing legal frameworks to 
nonhumans or create new legal frameworks for them, we will still 
need to work to end the practices that are harming so many animals so 
profoundly.20
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6.8.  The political status of animals

Now consider the idea of political status for animals. Currently, many 
states recognize humans not only as persons but also as members of 
political communities. With personhood comes universal negative 
rights. These are rights of noninterference; they require that others not 
interfere with us unnecessarily. Additionally, with membership in a po-
litical community comes positive rights within that political commu-
nity. These are rights of assistance; they require that others, via public 
services, support us in pursuing our ends in life. So the question we are 
now asking is whether nonhuman animals should have political status 
in this sense. Should particular animals have positive rights or claims 
within particular political communities? If so, which animals should 
have which rights or claims within which political communities?

As with legal status, the status quo is that the vast majority of ani-
mals in the world do not count as members of any political commu-
nity. But once again, this status quo is unacceptable. Humans and 
nonhumans alike are residents in particular territories, and humans 
are increasingly impacting where, if at all, nonhumans can reside and 
how, if at all, they can reside there. Nonhuman animals should have a 
political status that reflects this reality. As before, this leaves us with 
three general options: We can apply existing membership categories 
to humans and nonhumans alike, preserve existing membership cate-
gories for humans and create new ones for nonhumans, or create new 
membership categories for humans and nonhumans alike. I will once 
again focus on the first two options here, particularly the first.21

In their influential book Zoopolis, Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka 
argue that we can extend existing membership categories to nonhuman 
animals in three general ways. First, we can classify domesticated an-
imals as citizens, with membership rights within particular “human” 
political communities.22 Of course, this is not to say that domesticated 
animals should have all the same membership rights as humans, but is 
rather only to say that they should have membership rights that make 
sense for them. For example, while it might not make sense for cows or 
pigs to have the right to run for office or serve on a jury, it might make 
sense for them to have a right to reside in and return to their territories, 
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as well as a right to have their interests represented in decisions that af-
fect them. If so, then they should have those rights.

Second, Donaldson and Kymlicka argue, we can classify wild ani-
mals as sovereigns, with membership rights within their own political 
communities.23 This means that wild animal populations have a right 
to collective self-​governance, and that our primary duties to them are 
negative. That is, we have a duty not to harm or interfere with them, 
but we do not have a duty to benefit or assist them. However, there can 
be exceptions. For example, when a sovereign nation is experiencing a 
catastrophe (especially a catastrophe to which we have contributed), 
then we might have a special duty to benefit or assist them for that 
reason. Similarly, when wild animals are experiencing a catastrophe 
(especially a catastrophe to which we have contributed), then we might 
have a special duty to benefit or assist them for that reason.

Finally, Donaldson and Kymlicka argue, we can classify liminal an-
imals (i.e., animals who live within our communities but not under 
our direct care) as denizens within particular “human” communities.24 
This means that liminal animals should have some of the same rights 
as citizens and some of the same rights as sovereigns. For instance, lim-
inal animals should have a right to some (but not full) social services as 
well as a right to some (but not full) sovereignty. Of course, the details 
will vary from case to case. For example, a state might have stronger 
duties to relatively “domesticated” liminal animals such as cats and 
dogs than to relatively “wild” liminal animals such as rats and raccoons 
since these animals might have different interests and needs and we 
might have different histories and relationships with them.

Importantly, these categories all exist on a spectrum, and how they 
apply to particular nonhuman populations will be a difficult ques-
tion in the Anthropocene. As we have seen, human and nonhuman 
populations regularly experience catastrophes, and we are increasingly 
complicit in these catastrophes. As a result, when we apply this frame-
work in the Anthropocene, we might find that states increasingly have 
positive duties to citizens, denizens, and sovereigns alike. Of course, 
here, too, the details will vary from case to case. For example, a state 
might have a stronger duty to help wild animals survive a human-​
caused forest fire than to help them survive a natural forest fire in 
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theory. But as we have seen, in the Anthropocene it will not always be 
possible to tell which is which in practice.

As with legal status, different approaches to political status have dif-
ferent pros and cons. On one hand, extending existing categories of 
membership to nonhumans advances a consistent and inclusive con-
ception of membership. But it appears radical, which makes it less 
likely to succeed in the short term. On the other hand, creating new 
categories of membership for nonhumans might appear moderate. But 
it advances inconsistent and exclusionary conceptions of membership. 
It also raises questions about what these alternative categories of mem-
bership involve. For example, if you are a “noncitizen member” of a 
political community, do you have a right to representation within that 
community? If so, how is that different from your being a citizen? If 
not, how is that different from your being a nonmember?

Without attempting to say which approach is better here, I will 
simply make the same observation as before. No matter which ap-
proach we accept, we should hold that many nonhuman animals have 
at least some positive rights or claims within our political communi-
ties. And, once we do, everything will once again have to change. As we 
have seen, human activity is causing orders of magnitude more non-
human than human suffering and death every year, both within our 
own borders and across borders. While a lot depends on issues that we 
will discuss later on, we can safely say this for now: Whether or not we 
extend existing political frameworks to nonhumans or create new po-
litical frameworks for them, we will still need to work to support very 
many of them in light of our role in their predicament.

6.9.  Representation for animals

Finally, supposing that we should improve the legal and political status 
of nonhuman animals, how can we represent their interests and rights 
within our legal and political systems? We have already discussed some 
first steps that we can take toward this goal; for example, we can create 
animal protection agencies or animal welfare offices. But what kind 
of representation for animals should we aim for in the long run? In 
particular, how can we represent the interests and rights of nonhuman 
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animals in the legislative process, and how much weight should we 
assign to their interests and rights? As we will see in Chapters 7 and 
8, these questions are part of what raises concerns about futility and 
demandingness in this context, and they are part of what makes the 
difference between the real and the ideal so vast in this context.

Take the question of how we should represent the interests and 
rights of nonhuman animals in the legislative process. This is no easy 
task, because of current, and perhaps permanent, limits on our know-
ledge and power. Regarding knowledge, we need to learn much more 
about what animals want and need. Regarding power, we need to in-
centivize humans to represent nonhumans faithfully, in spite of the 
fact that humans hold a monopoly on political power and human and 
nonhuman interests sometimes conflict. In the human case, we expect 
that we can improve our political systems in part by ensuring that all 
interest groups are empowered to participate in the political process, 
either directly or indirectly. But in the nonhuman case, we might be 
skeptical that this kind of strategy will work similarly well.

Fortunately, we do have options for representing nonhuman ani-
mals in political systems.25 First, we should note that nonhuman an-
imals are capable of participating in the political process more than 
many humans assume. As Eva Meijer, Sue Donaldson, Will Kymlicka, 
and others have argued, the idea that only humans can have a voice, 
and that nonhuman politics is a matter of “giving a voice to the voice-
less,” is, at best, overstated. The problem is not that nonhuman animals 
lack a voice. Anyone who views footage of farmed animals in a fac-
tory farm or slaughterhouse, or of wild animals in a zoo or aquarium, 
knows that nonhumans are more than capable of telling us what they 
need. The problem is instead that humans make very little effort to 
listen to what nonhuman animals are telling us.26

Granted, nonhuman animals might not be capable of participating 
in the political process in the same way that many humans can. But that 
does not mean that they are incapable of participating. For example, 
the more we support humane research and education about animal 
welfare, the more we can make decisions based on what animals really 
prefer, rather than based on what we assume they prefer. Moreover, 
the more we support infrastructural changes that allow humans and 
nonhumans to coexist peacefully in public spaces, the more we can 



138  Saving Animals, Saving Ourselves

make decisions in a context where animals are present, rather than in 
a context where they are absent. While humans might still be respon-
sible for creating, interpreting, and enforcing public policies, we can 
do much more to consider nonhuman voices in the process.

Furthermore, whether or not nonhuman animals are capable 
of participating in the political process, we can still represent their 
interests in democratic systems. In addition to creating animal pro-
tection agencies or animal welfare offices, consider two further steps 
we can take, both of which draw from research on representing future 
generations in policy decisions.27 First, we can create public assemblies 
composed of randomly selected citizens who are tasked with advising 
the state on matters concerning nonparticipating (or, at least, not fully 
participating) stakeholders. For example, there can be public assem-
blies for members of other species, nations, and generations, among 
other vulnerable constituencies. While such assemblies might lack 
formal power, they can still make a meaningful difference.28

Second, we can create legislative roles, or even legislative bodies, 
for the purpose of representing nonparticipating (or, at least, not fully 
participating) stakeholders. For instance, one option is to create a bi-
cameral legislature, with one house representing everyone who can 
participate in the political process and the other house representing 
everyone else, such as members of other species, nations, and gener-
ations. We can then say that either house can propose legislation but 
that both must approve it. Of course, we would have to design the 
incentives, checks, and balances of such a system very carefully. And 
even if we designed them well, such a system would be highly aspira-
tional and imperfect. But for all that, such a system might still be pos-
sible to create, and it might still be better than alternatives.29

In addition to asking how to represent the interests and rights of 
nonhuman animals in the legislative process, we also need to ask how 
much weight to assign to their interests and rights. Which animals 
should count, how much should they count, and in what ways should 
they count? In Chapters 7 and 8, we will consider a series of questions 
that bear on these issues, such as: Which animals can have well-​being 
and moral status? How much well-​being and moral status can they 
have? And what kinds of outcomes are ideal for human and nonhuman 
populations? A lot will depend on our answers to these questions. 
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But plausibly, on any reasonable set of answers, we will need to count 
members of other species, nations, and generations much more than 
we currently are—​or, even, than we currently can.

Thus, no matter what, the difference between the real and the ideal 
in this context is likely to be stark. Even in the best-​case scenario, we 
are unlikely to be able or willing to represent the interests of members 
of other species, nations, and generations fully equitably. No matter 
how well we structure our political institutions, it remains the case that 
a relatively small number of humans will be making decisions on be-
half of a much larger population of stakeholders. And, in this kind of 
case, we can expect that humans will produce, at best, highly biased 
impact assessments and policy decisions.30 But we should not allow the 
perfect to be the enemy of the good (or, at least, the less bad). If nothing 
else, we can represent current and future humans and nonhumans 
better than we are. And insofar as we can, we should.

6.10.   Conclusion

Underlying these questions are foundational questions about what 
kind of social, political, and economic systems are possible and nec-
essary in the Anthropocene. Many political societies currently aspire 
to be liberal, democratic, capitalist nation states. These structures have 
many pros and cons, as do alternatives. We will have to seriously ques-
tion both the nature and the value of these systems moving forward. 
What does liberalism mean in a world where nonhuman animals have 
a right to liberty? What does democracy mean in a world where non-
human animals have a right to representation? What does capitalism 
mean in a world where nonhuman animals have property or territorial 
rights? How much power should nation states have, relative to smaller 
units such as cities and larger units such as international communities?

But while many questions about our basic legal and political sys-
tems remain open, one matter is clear now: Our legal and political 
systems will have to look much different in the future. For example, 
it might be that the best approach is to revise systems such as liber-
alism, democracy, and capitalism to include animals, or it might be 
that the best approach is to replace these systems with alternatives built 
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from the ground up to include animals. These options might be dif-
ferent in many ways, but they are similar in the following way: They 
will both require a radical departure from the status quo. Whether 
we develop a just multispecies society via reforms to current systems 
or replacements of those systems, we will still need to fundamentally 
transform how we relate to vulnerable others through law and politics.

As I have emphasized, we will also need to ask difficult additional 
questions about which animals count, how much they count, and in 
what ways they count. For example, when we include animals in law 
and politics, should we include all animals, or should we include only 
some? Should we assign equal weight to all animals, or should we as-
sign more weight to some than to others? Should we aim to create 
more animals with good lives and fewer animals with bad lives, and if 
so, how can we tell which animals have good and bad lives? Should we 
aim to improve animal welfare in total, on average, or in some other 
way, and either way, how can we tell what will accomplish these goals? 
We need to answer these questions, but we also need to do so with cau-
tion and humility, given the limits of our human perspectives.

In Chapters 7 and 8, I will survey these questions about well-​being, 
moral status, creation ethics, and population ethics, and I will show 
why they matter for health and environmental advocacy and policy. 
In particular, I will show that our impacts on members of other spe-
cies, nations, and generations are difficult not only to predict and con-
trol but also to evaluate. So, while we can make substantial progress 
by taking the steps that I have discussed so far, we will not know what 
kind of world to build for human and nonhuman animals in the long 
run until we answer these difficult additional questions. However, 
I will also suggest that taking the steps that I have discussed so far is 
part of what will allow us to build the knowledge, power, and political 
will that will be required for ethical and effective future action.
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7
Animals, well-​being, and moral status

7.1.   Introduction

I have argued that we have a duty to include animals in health and en-
vironmental advocacy and policy, and, so, to consider the interests 
of humans and nonhumans holistically when deciding what to do. 
However, I have also argued that assessing our impacts on animals will 
be difficult. Not only do we need to estimate the impacts of human 
policies on human and nonhuman populations, which is already diffi-
cult. We also need to estimate the impacts of these population changes 
on individual humans and nonhumans. This requires us to ask a wide 
range of questions about well-​being and moral status. For example, 
should we count all animals equally? Or should we count some ani-
mals, such as elephants, more than other animals, such as ants? Either 
way, how might our answers affect our advocacy and policy?

These questions are not only difficult but dangerous. In particular, 
questions about which animals count and how much they count are 
difficult to answer because of how little we know about the nature and 
value of other minds. They are also dangerous to answer because of 
how biased and ignorant we can be about the nature and value of other 
lives. At the same time, these questions are unavoidable. We need to 
make informed estimates about which animals count and how much 
they count in order to decide what to do. The only alternatives are 
to either exclude animals entirely (as we mostly do at present) or to 
rely on our intuitions about whether and to what degree to include 
them. I believe that making informed estimates about these issues in 
a thoughtful, precautionary manner is better than these alternatives.

My aim in this chapter is to survey several issues that bear on which 
animals count and how much they count. Which animals have the ca-
pacity for well-​being and moral status? Do some animals have a higher 
capacity for well-​being or higher moral status than others? How can 
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we resolve uncertainty about these issues? Can we aggregate benefits 
and harms within and across species? How might moral factors such as 
rights and practical factors such as demandingness shape and limit our 
impact assessments? And what follows for advocacy and policy? I will 
argue that different sets of answers can lead to radically different sets of 
moral and political priorities. However, I will also suggest that, on any 
reasonable set of answers, many animals count at least somewhat, and 
nonhuman animals count a lot overall.

As always, my discussion in this chapter will be selective and ge-
neral. It will also be simple and abstract. In particular, I will sometimes 
discuss well-​being in simple, mathematical terms—​for instance, by 
asking if an animal who can experience, say, 100 units of happiness or 
suffering at a time should count more than an animal who can experi-
ence, say, 10 units of happiness or suffering at a time. To be clear, this is 
not to say that we can, in fact, make such comparisons across species; 
as we will see, the idea that we can do so is controversial. Instead, it is 
only to say that difficult questions about well-​being and moral status 
arise whether or not we can make such comparisons. These questions 
are partly empirical and partly normative, and so we will need to do 
both science and philosophy in order to answer them.

7.2.  Weighing nonhuman lives

In order to know which policies to select, we need to estimate how 
each policy will impact everyone. This means estimating a wide range 
of impacts, including impacts on health and well-​being. For example, 
suppose that we need to decide whether or not to close bars and 
restaurants in order to save lives during a pandemic. This requires esti-
mating the many costs and benefits of closing these businesses, and 
then somehow comparing these expected impacts. Similarly, suppose 
that we need to decide which people to treat first during a pandemic. 
This requires estimating the many harms and benefits of different 
allocations of scarce medical resources, and then somehow comparing 
these expected impacts. How can we compare such a wide range of 
seemingly incomparable impacts on a common scale?
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Policymakers use a variety of tools to accomplish these aims.1 
Consider two examples. First, policymakers use monetized cost-​ben-
efit analyses (CBAs) in many cases. On this approach, we can compare 
disparate impacts by using money as a common scale. For example, 
suppose that we say that a human life is worth about $10 million, in 
the sense that we are collectively willing to pay about this amount for 
each human life saved. Now suppose that we estimate that closing 
bars and restaurants during a pandemic will save about one million 
human lives. In this case, we can estimate that closing these businesses 
will save about $10 trillion (one million lives × $10 million per life), 
and we can ask whether the expected cost of closing these businesses 
outweighs this expected benefit, all else equal.2

Second, policymakers use quality-​adjusted life-​years (QALYs), or 
variations, in many cases. On this approach, we can compare disparate 
impacts by using health outcomes as a common scale. For example, 
suppose that we take a year of life with perfect health to be worth one 
QALY, a year of life with 80% health to be worth 0.8 QALYs, and so on. 
Now suppose that, if we treat a particular group of humans first during 
a pandemic, then one million humans will live 20 more years with 80% 
health on average. And if we do not, then they will live 10 more years 
with 60% health on average. In this case, we can estimate that treating 
these humans first will add 10 million QALYs to the world [one million 
lives × (20 × 0.8 –​ 10 × 0.6 QALYs per life)], and we can ask how this 
option compares with others.3

While these (and other) methods of estimating impacts are different 
in many ways, they are similar in that they both attempt to represent a 
variety of impacts numerically. However, many people object to this 
kind of project. Some people object in principle, since they object to 
the idea that we can reduce the value of a human life to a number on a 
scale. Other people object in practice, since they appreciate how much 
bias and ignorance can shape our estimates. For example, is there a risk 
that policymakers will make ageist or ableist assumptions about which 
lives are most worth saving? And is there a risk that quantified impact 
assessments will focus too much on consequentialist considerations 
(such as aggregate well-​being) and not enough on nonconsequentialist 
considerations (such as rights and relationships)?4
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How do proponents of these (and other) methods of constructing 
impact assessments reply to these objections? First, they tend to re-
ject principled objections. When we represent the value of human lives 
numerically, we are not saying that the value of human lives is reduc-
ible to the value of numbers, but are rather saying that we can repre-
sent the value of human lives numerically for the sake of making policy 
decisions that necessarily involve trade-​offs. Second, they tend to ac-
cept, and attempt to accommodate, practical objections. For example, 
insofar as we risk undervaluing particular lives, we can correct for this 
risk. Similarly, insofar as we risk neglecting nonconsequentialist con-
siderations, we can make sure to include them either at the impact as-
sessment stage or, at least, at the policy decision stage.5

In any case, my aim in this chapter (and the next) is not to argue 
for, or against, any particular method of constructing impact 
assessments. My aim is instead to examine how these (or other) 
methods might work in a multispecies context. Suppose that our 
impact assessments considered human and nonhuman health and 
well-​being holistically. In this case, they would come much closer 
to revealing the true cost of human activity. For example, when we 
estimate the impacts of factory farming, deforestation, and the wild-
life trade, we would include the harms that these practices cause to 
trillions of nonhuman animals per year, both directly and indirectly. 
Only when we appreciate the full scale of harm that these practices 
cause can we appreciate the moral importance of ending these 
practices as soon as possible.

At the same time, multispecies impact assessments are much harder 
to construct than single-​species impact assessments. Not only do they 
require estimating our impacts on many more individuals, but they 
also require comparing these impacts across species, both empirically 
and normatively. For instance, consider some of the questions that we 
would have to ask if we used CBAs or QALYs in a multispecies context. 
When constructing CBAs, we would need to ask: If we take a human 
life to be worth $10 million, then how much money should we take, 
say, an elephant or ant life to be worth? Similarly, when constructing 
QALY estimates, we would need to ask: If we take a human life-​year to 
be worth one QALY, then how many QALYs should we take, say, an el-
ephant or ant life-​year to be worth?
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These questions, in turn, require us to confront some of the hardest 
questions in science and philosophy—​questions concerning well-​
being, moral status, uncertainty, aggregation, and more. Not only do 
we have to determine how many animals there are and how human 
activity is impacting them (which, in a world with millions of species 
and quintillions of individual animals, is already hard). We also have 
to determine which animals count and how much they count, both in-
dividually and collectively. And we have to do all that in the context of 
radical uncertainty about what it might be like to be an elephant, an 
ant, or any other nonhuman animal. Examining these issues will re-
veal how complex and value-​laden our impact assessments and policy 
decisions have always been, and will always be.6

7.3.  Which animals count?

We can start by asking: Which animals count? That is, which animals 
do we have a moral duty to consider for their own sakes? Note that this 
is different from asking which animals we have a moral duty to con-
sider for other purposes. For example, we might think that we should 
consider many animals, plants, species, and ecosystems for our sakes 
(since we take them to have aesthetic, cultural, economic, or ecological 
value), whether or not we consider them for their own sakes as well.7 
But I am asking which animals we should consider for their own sakes. 
As I discussed in Chapter 2, this is another way of asking which ani-
mals have the capacity for well-​being8 and moral status.9 That is, which 
animals have the capacity for interests, such that we morally ought to 
consider their interests when deciding how to treat them?

As a reminder, I am assuming that sentience, in a particular sense 
of the term, is sufficient for well-​being and moral status. That is, 
I am assuming that if you have the capacity for positive or negative 
experiences or motivations, then you also have interests, and I have a 
duty to consider your interests when deciding how to treat you. People 
accept this view for different reasons. Some accept it because they think 
that experiences are what matter (since, for instance, if you can suffer, 
then I have a duty not to cause you unnecessary suffering). Others ac-
cept it because they think that motivations are what matter (since, for 
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instance, if you can have desires, then I have a duty not to frustrate 
your desires unnecessarily). Either way, we can agree that sentience, 
understood as including both of these capacities, is enough.10

Of course, even if we agree that sentience, in this sense of the term, 
is sufficient for well-​being and moral status, we might wonder whether 
sentience is necessary. Some people deny that sentience is necessary. 
For example, Kenneth Goodpaster argues that life is sufficient for well-​
being and moral status.11 According to this view, if you have the ca-
pacity for biological flourishing, then you have interests, and I have a 
duty to consider your interests, whether or not you also have the ca-
pacity for positive or negative experiences or motivations. The possi-
bility that nonsentient beings can have well-​being or moral status adds 
an extra layer of complexity that I will not be able to address here. But 
we should keep this possibility in mind when we ask questions about 
the scope of the moral community.

In any case, if we accept that sentience, in this sense of the term, 
is sufficient for well-​being and moral status, then we at least need to 
ask: Which animals are sentient? This is a difficult question to answer 
because of the problem of other minds. In particular, how can I know 
what your mind is like, or even whether you have a mind at all, given 
that the only mind that I can directly access is my own? Granted, I can 
make educated guesses about what your mind is like, since you and 
I are similar in many ways. But I have to leave at least some room for 
doubt, since you and I are different in many ways as well. This problem 
arises for humans and nonhumans alike, and it is part of why the task 
of determining which animals are sentient is so fraught. We will there-
fore need to approach this topic with caution and humility.12

With that said, we do know a lot about nonhuman cognition and 
behavior, and we are learning more with each passing year. So, as long 
as we are not radical skeptics about other minds in general—​for in-
stance, as long as we are willing to say that other humans are sentient, 
that pleasure feels good to them, that pain feels bad to them, and so 
on—​then we can and should draw at least some conclusions about 
nonhumans as well. For instance, we can and should say with a high 
degree of confidence that many nonhuman animals are sentient, that 
pleasure feels good to them, that pain feels bad to them, and so on. In 
short, while we still have much to learn, we now know that the scope 
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of sentience and, thus, well-​being and moral status, is likely to extend 
well beyond our own species. The only question is how far it likely 
extends.13

Consider vertebrates such as mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, 
and fishes. These animals are similar enough to humans that we can 
and should have a high degree of confidence that they count as sen-
tient. For instance, these animals all have central nervous systems that 
allow for relatively centralized information processing and decision-​
making. Granted, there are differences that might be relevant, too. For 
instance, only mammals and some reptiles have cerebral cortices, and 
cerebral cortices might shape many of our experiences and motiv-
ations. But the probability that cerebral cortices are necessary for us to 
have experiences or motivations at all, given our evidence, is low. We 
should have a high degree of confidence that all vertebrates can have 
subjective experiences and motivations overall.14

Now consider invertebrates such as mollusks, arthropods, 
echinoderms, annelids, and poriferans. This category is harder to as-
sess. Many invertebrates have complex nervous systems, but they also 
have less “centralized” nervous systems, and we have no idea what, if 
anything, it might feel like to be them. At one extreme, octopuses are 
highly complex, sensitive, and intelligent, and so we might be relatively 
confident that they count as sentient. At the other extreme, sponges 
are simple organisms with no neurons at all, and so we might be rela-
tively confident that they count as nonsentient. For the many animals 
in between, including quintillions of insects, the evidence is mixed. 
Plausibly, we should not have much confidence about many of these 
animals one way or the other right now.15

While we are focusing on animals here, it is worth noting that these 
questions can arise for other kinds of beings as well, such as plants, 
artificial intelligences, and sets of individuals such as insect colonies. 
Like invertebrates, these beings can all have a high degree of cognitive 
and behavioral complexity, and they tend to collect and process infor-
mation in a highly distributed manner.16 We will not be able to con-
sider any of these beings here. But we eventually need to consider them 
as well. In the Anthropocene, human activity will impact a very wide 
range of beings who at least might be sentient, given our evidence. In 
each case, we will need to ask whether these beings count, how much 



148  Saving Animals, Saving Ourselves

they count, and in what ways they count without knowing for sure 
what, if anything, it might be like to be them.

7.4.  How much do they count?

We next have to ask: How much do particular animals count? That 
is, how much weight should we assign to particular animals for their 
own sakes when deciding what to do? Note that this is different from 
asking how much weight we should assign to particular animals for 
other purposes. For example, we might think that we should “amplify” 
the expected value of some animals in some contexts, since protecting 
them is both intrinsically and instrumentally good. We might also 
think that we should “discount” the expected value of some animals in 
some contexts, since protecting them might be intrinsically good but 
instrumentally (say, economically or ecologically) bad. But I am cur-
rently asking how much weight we should assign to particular animals 
for their own sakes, prior to considering any of these other factors.

Some people accept egalitarian views about how much partic-
ular animals count. On an egalitarian view, all sentient beings count 
equally, all else equal. One might accept an egalitarian view because 
one believes that all animals have equal capacities for well-​being (or, al-
ternatively, that it makes no sense to compare capacities for well-​being 
across species in the first place).17 One might also accept an egalitarian 
view because one believes that all animals count equally whether or not 
we have equal capacities for well-​being (or whether or not it makes 
sense to compare capacities for well-​being across species). Either way, 
according to this view, we should assign equal weight to, say, individual 
elephants and ants—​assuming that we should assign any weight to 
them at all—​when deciding what to do, all else equal.

Other people accept hierarchical views about how much particular 
animals count. On a hierarchical view, some sentient beings count 
more than others, all else equal. One might accept a hierarchical view 
because one believes that some animals have a higher capacity for well-​
being than others (that is, a higher capacity for happiness, suffering, 
or other such states). One might also accept a hierarchical view be-
cause one believes that some animals count more than others whether 
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or not they have a higher capacity for well-​being (that is, that each unit 
of their happiness, suffering, or other such states is more intrinsically 
morally valuable).18 Either way, according to this view, we should as-
sign greater weight to, say, individual elephants than to individual ants 
when deciding what to do, all else equal.

Many of us find egalitarian views plausible when we think about our 
own species. It seems clear that all humans count equally, not only be-
cause all humans have equal capacities for well-​being (at least roughly 
and generally), but also because all humans count equally whether or 
not we have equal capacities for well-​being. To say otherwise would be 
ableist, ageist, or otherwise harmful and oppressive. However, many of 
us find hierarchical views plausible when we think about other species. 
It seems clear that, say, an individual elephant should count more than 
an individual mouse, that an individual mouse should count more 
than an individual ant, and so on. To say otherwise would be to deny 
clearly morally relevant differences between these animals. How, if at 
all, can we reconcile these views in a principled manner?

A further problem is that even if we can answer this question, we 
might still face difficult questions about how much weight to assign 
to particular animals in practice, assuming that we accept anything 
other than full egalitarianism. Suppose that we decide that how much 
an animal counts depends in part on how much positive or nega-
tive well-​being they can have. In that case, how can we estimate how 
much positive or negative well-​being particular animals can have? 
For instance, if we think that well-​being is a matter of happiness and 
suffering, then how, if at all, can we estimate how happy or miserable 
particular animals can be? Alternatively, if we think that well-​being is 
a matter of desire-​satisfaction or desire-​frustration, then how, if at all, 
can we estimate how satisfied or frustrated particular animals can be?19

Given the problem of other minds, we might not be able to measure 
all of these features of animal minds directly. For instance, there is no 
test that can tell us what, if anything, it feels like to be a lobster being 
boiled alive. Instead, and at most, we can measure some of these 
features of animal minds only indirectly and imperfectly, by identi-
fying a measurable proxy for these features and then measuring that 
proxy. For example, if we think that well-​being is a matter of happiness 
and suffering and that happiness and suffering are a matter of neuronal 
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activity, then we might think that how many neurons you have can 
serve as a proxy for how happy or miserable you can be and, so, how 
much well-​being you can have. In this case, we might think that we 
can treat your neuron count as a rough proxy for your capacity for 
well-​being.

Of course, this is only a simple example. Any proxy that we select will 
likely need to be much more sophisticated than simple neuron counts 
in practice, either because our conception of well-​being is more so-
phisticated, because our conception of the physical basis of well-​being 
is more sophisticated, or both. We also need to consider the possibility 
that the physical basis for well-​being in some animals is different than 
the physical basis for well-​being in other animals. For instance, is it 
possible that vertebrates and invertebrates evolved different systems 
for producing happiness and suffering? The challenge, then, is to iden-
tify proxies for well-​being that can be simple and general enough to be 
useful in practice, while also being complex and sophisticated enough 
to be reliable for many species in practice.

Since any method of assessment will likely be highly imperfect in 
these respects, the question that we face is which method of assess-
ment is least imperfect in these respects overall. At present we have 
no good way of comparing impacts across species at all, and so we ei-
ther neglect animals entirely or consult our intuitions about how much 
they count. And of course, our intuitions are likely to be highly unre-
liable in this context, since our intuitions are sensitive to many irrel-
evant factors, such as whether or not we benefit from exploiting and 
exterminating particular animals.20 So unless and until we implement 
full egalitarianism, we will need to develop methods of assessment that 
can at least improve on our intuitions, while keeping in mind that bias 
and ignorance will likely shape and limit this work as well.

7.5.   Uncertainty

This uncertainty raises an important question: How can we respon-
sibly estimate which animals count, and how much they count, given 
the reality of human bias and ignorance? As we have seen, due to 
the problem of other minds, we might not be able to know for sure 

 



Animals, well-being, and moral status  151

whether particular animals count at all, to say nothing of knowing for 
sure how much they count. Instead, and at most, we might only be able 
to have particular degrees of confidence that particular animals count 
by particular amounts. The question of how much weight to assign an-
imals is thus not only about how much well-​being and moral status 
particular animals have, but also about how to treat animals in cases 
of uncertainty about these matters. In order to answer this question, 
we need to think about this issue on the model of the ethics of risk and 
uncertainty.21

In general, when we need to make decisions in cases involving risk 
and uncertainty, we have two main options. First, we can use a pre-
cautionary principle. According to this principle, if we are not sure 
whether a particular action will cause harm, we should proceed on the 
assumption that it will. If we apply a precautionary principle in this 
context, then we might hold that if we are not sure whether a partic-
ular animal is sentient (and, thus, that our actions can harm them), 
then we should proceed on the assumption that this animal is sen-
tient (and, thus, that our actions can harm them). Thus, for instance, 
if we think that there is a 20% chance that someone can experience 20 
units of suffering at any given time, then we should proceed on the as-
sumption that they can, indeed, experience 20 units of suffering at any 
given time.

Second, we can use an expected value principle. According to this 
principle, if we are not sure whether a particular action will cause 
harm, we should multiply the probability that it will cause harm by the 
amount of harm that it would cause, and we should treat the product 
of that equation as the amount of harm that it will cause for practical 
purposes. If we apply an expected value principle in this context, then 
we might hold that if we are not sure whether a particular animal is 
sentient, then we should multiply the probability that they are by how 
much they could suffer if they were. Thus, for instance, if we think that 
there is a 20% chance that someone can experience 20 units of suffering 
at any given time, then we should proceed on the assumption that they 
can experience four (20% × 20) units of suffering at any given time.

In general, precautionary principles tend to be better in cases where 
one option is clearly less risky or where we lack the time, informa-
tion, and rationality necessary to investigate the matter further. And 
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expected value principles tend to be better otherwise. Which kind of 
situation are we in with respect to the problem of other minds? This 
is a difficult question to answer. In many cases we might think that all 
options carry at least some risks, since both “false positives” (that is, ac-
cidentally treating nonsentient beings as sentient) and “false negatives” 
(that is, accidentally doing the reverse) can be costly or harmful. 
Additionally, in many cases we might think that we know enough to 
rank animals ordinally (that is, by saying whether they count more or 
less) but not cardinally (that is, by saying how much they count more 
or less).22

There are many further questions that we need to ask in this context 
as well. For instance, how risk tolerant or risk averse should we be? 
Suppose that we think that there is a non-​zero probability that all living 
beings, including plants, are sentient. Granted, we might think that the 
probability that plants are sentient is very low. But we might also think 
that, given the problem of other minds, it would be a mistake to rule 
out the possibility entirely. How should we apply these principles of 
risk and uncertainty in such cases? Should we apply them in a risk-​tol-
erant way, such that we can safely exclude particular beings if the prob-
ability of sentience is sufficiently low (say, >0.000001%)? Or should we 
apply these principles in a risk-​averse way, such that we must assign at 
least some weight to these beings?23

Without being able to answer these questions here, I will make a few 
observations about them. First, whether false positives are riskier than 
false negatives is likely to be a contextual matter. In general, the risk 
of false negatives is that we might accidentally treat sentient beings as 
nonsentient, whereas the risk of false positives is that we might acci-
dentally treat nonsentient beings as sentient. While false negatives are 
always risky, false positives are risky only in cases where they might 
harm sentient beings indirectly. For example, in a world where we can 
treat all living beings well at the same time, false positives would be 
harmless. But in a world where we have to make difficult decisions 
about priorities, false positives risk harming sentient beings by leading 
us to deprioritize them unnecessarily.

Second, whether we have enough time, information, or rationality 
to apply an expected value principle is likely to be a contextual matter 
as well. In some cases we might be able to do this, either because the 
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question that we need to answer is simple or because we have a lot of 
resources available for answering it. In other cases we might not be able 
to do this, for the opposite reasons. And in still other cases the truth 
might be somewhere in the middle, and so we might need to strike a 
balance between precautionary and expected value reasoning. For ex-
ample, suppose we think that there is a 20–​40% chance that someone 
can experience 20–​40 units of suffering. In this case, we might decide 
to apply an expected value principle in a precautionary spirit, by multi-
plying the numbers at the tops of these ranges.

With that said, even though much is uncertain (including how to 
resolve our uncertainty!), I think that we can say this much with con-
fidence. Given the evidence, we should hold that all vertebrates and 
many invertebrates, such as octopuses, have a very good chance of 
being sentient, and that many other invertebrates, such as ants, have at 
least a non-​negligible chance (that is, at least a 1% chance) of being sen-
tient.24 And on any reasonable interpretation of both the precautionary 
principle and the expected value principle, if someone has a non-​neg-
ligible chance of counting, then we should proceed on the assumption 
that they count at least somewhat. Thus, I believe that we should pro-
ceed on the assumption that all vertebrates and many invertebrates, 
including insects such as ants, count at least somewhat.

7.6.   Aggregation

Another, related question that we need to ask is: Can we aggregate well-​
being—​that is, can we add and subtract benefits and harms—​within 
and across species? For instance, suppose that either one elephant will 
experience 100 units of suffering or 100 elephants will experience 99 
units each. Which is worse? If we can aggregate harms, then we might 
say that the latter outcome (990 units of suffering) is worse, all else 
equal. If not, then a lot depends on how else we might compare these 
outcomes. Similarly, suppose that either one elephant will experience 
100 units of suffering or one million ants will experience 0.00099 units 
each. Which is worse? Again, if we can aggregate harms, then we might 
say that the latter outcome (990 units of suffering) is worse, all else 
equal. If not, then, again, a lot depends on what we do instead.25
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We might think that aggregation is always possible, at least in prin-
ciple. Every state of affairs benefits or harms every individual by a 
given amount. As long as we know what this amount is, we can add all 
the benefits and subtract all the harms in order to determine the net 
effects for any particular population. Granted, aggregation might not 
always be possible in practice, since we might not always have enough 
information to aggregate reliably. And even when aggregation is pos-
sible, it might not always be ethical, since other factors can be morally 
relevant, too. Still, it remains true that, for any elephant injury, there is, 
say, some number of ant injuries that can be worse overall, in expecta-
tion. And if we had enough information about elephants and ants, then 
we would be able to discover what that number is.

Alternatively, we might deny that aggregation is always possible. 
On a nonaggregation view, aggregation is never possible. There is no 
number of minor elephant injuries that can be worse, overall, than a 
single major elephant injury, and there is no number of ant injuries 
that can be worse, overall, than a single elephant injury. On a mixed 
view, aggregation is sometimes possible. For example, maybe aggre-
gation is possible for animals with relatively similar nervous systems, 
since impacts within this category are similar enough to be compa-
rable. But maybe aggregation is impossible beyond that, since impacts 
beyond that are not similar enough to be comparable. This kind of view 
can allow for more or less aggregation in practice, depending on where 
we draw the line between comparable and incomparable impacts.

Suppose that we accept nonaggregation. How might we compare 
outcomes at the population level in this case? There are many options. 
One option is to compare impacts individually rather than in the ag-
gregate. In this case, we might say that, if a single major injury is worse 
than a single minor injury, then it is also worse than any number of 
minor injuries. In this case, we might think that we should prevent 
the major injury, all else equal. Another option is to deny that these 
outcomes are comparable at all. An outcome involving a major injury 
is neither better than, worse than, nor equal to an outcome involving 
some number of minor injuries. In this case, we might think that we 
should decide what to do on independent grounds, for instance by 
considering other relevant factors or simply flipping a coin.
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Now suppose that we accept a mixed view. How might we com-
pare outcomes at the population level in this case? One option is that 
we can take an aggregation approach, all else equal, within the rele-
vant taxonomic categories and take a nonaggregation approach, all 
else equal, across them. For example, suppose that we divide the tree 
of life into: animals with 1 × 1011 neurons or more, animals with 1 × 
1010 neurons or more, and so on. In that case, we might promote ag-
gregate welfare within each category, and we might then establish pri-
ority across categories, for instance by saying that any amount of harm 
for animals with 1 × 1011 neurons or more is worse, overall, than any 
amount of harm for animals with 1 × 1010 neurons or more. Or we 
might deny that comparisons across these categories are possible at all.

It is worth emphasizing that every view about this issue has at least 
some implausible implications. For instance, aggregation implies that 
there is some number of ant injuries that can be worse, overall, than 
a single elephant injury, all else equal. And nonaggregation implies 
that there is no number of minor elephant injuries that can be worse, 
overall, than a single major elephant injury, all else equal. Meanwhile, 
mixed views imply that we can aggregate impacts within particular 
categories but not across them, even though there can be a lot of var-
iation within categories and a lot of similarity across them. We might 
find all of these conclusions at least somewhat implausible. Thus, the 
question is not which view is fully plausible, but rather which view is 
most plausible (or, perhaps, least implausible) all things considered.

As with questions about well-​being and moral status, we should be 
cautious about how we assess these issues, since our intuitions about 
aggregation might be misleading. For instance, our intuition that no 
number of ant injuries can be worse, overall, than a single elephant in-
jury, all else equal, might be due at least in part to self-​interest, spe-
ciesism, the availability heuristic, scope insensitivity, and other such 
biases and heuristics. This intuition might also be due at least in part to 
considerations that are compatible with the possibility of aggregation, 
such as the idea that, even if aggregation is always possible in prin-
ciple, it might not always be possible or ethical in practice. So, insofar 
as our intuitions about aggregation are shaped by such considerations, 
we should discount them when deciding what to accept.
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This debate about aggregation has high stakes for everyone in-
volved. After all, the planet contains relatively few animals with large 
brains and long lifespans and relatively many (that is, many orders of 
magnitude more) animals with small brains and short lifespans. As a 
result, insofar as we accept aggregation or anything like it, we might 
find that we need to prioritize the needs of the latter animals in many 
cases in practice, all else equal (according to egalitarian as well as hier-
archical views). And insofar as we reject aggregation and everything 
like it, we might find that we need to do the reverse. As we will see in 
a moment, other moral and practical factors will complicate this anal-
ysis substantially. But given the nature and number of animals in the 
world, our view about aggregation will matter a lot.

7.7.  Other factors

Finally, for now: What other moral and practical factors are relevant 
to our impact assessments and policy decisions? Whether or not we 
can aggregate well-​being in principle or in practice, we need to con-
sider many other issues as well. For instance, we might need to con-
sider moral factors such as rights and relationships, and we might need 
to consider practical factors such as futility and demandingness. As we 
discussed in Chapter 2, a consequentialist might consider these factors 
for instrumental reasons, since, they might think, we can maximize 
well-​being more effectively if we consider these factors. Meanwhile, a 
nonconsequentialist might consider these factors for intrinsic reasons, 
since, they might think, these factors have intrinsic moral value. Either 
way, we have good reason to consider such factors in practice.

Consider some examples of moral factors that we might take to be 
relevant, starting with the value of outcomes. When we estimate the 
value of outcomes, we might think that we should consider not only 
the amount but also the distribution of positive and negative well-​
being in each outcome. For instance, we might think that an outcome 
in which benefits and harms are distributed relatively equally is better 
than an outcome in which they are distributed relatively unequally, 
all else equal. We might also, and relatedly, think that an outcome in 
which benefits are distributed to the worst-​off among us and harms are 
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distributed to the best-​off among us is better than an outcome in which 
the reverse happens, all else equal. We will consider whether and how 
these distributions might matter more in the next chapter.

Additionally, when we estimate the rightness of actions, we might 
think that we should consider more than the value of outcomes. For 
instance, we might think that actions that reduce harms are better 
than actions that increase benefits, all else equal. We might think 
that actions that cause harm are worse than actions that merely allow 
harm, all else equal. We might think that actions that intention-
ally cause harm are worse than actions that merely foreseeably cause 
harm, all else equal. We might think that actions that promote negative 
perceptions of moral subjects are worse than actions that promote pos-
itive perceptions of moral subjects, all else equal. And we might think 
that actions that promote oppressive relationships are worse than 
actions that promote caring relationships, all else equal.

Similarly, consider some practical factors that might be relevant. 
First, consider futility. We need to know much more about well-​being, 
moral status, populations, and global impacts before we can make reli-
able estimates about all these issues. For example, we not only need to 
estimate how much well-​being and moral status nonhuman animals 
can have but also how many nonhuman animals there are and how 
human activity will affect them both directly and indirectly. Yet these 
questions are extremely hard to answer, since our human perspective 
is both limited and distorted. Indeed, when we combine our uncer-
tainty about well-​being and moral status with our uncertainty about 
other relevant moral and practical issues, we might discover that we 
face more than uncertainty in this context. We face cluelessness.

Second, and relatedly, consider demandingness. Suppose that the 
vast majority of the well-​being in the world exists in nonhumans. As 
a result, suppose that if we distributed social benefits equitably, such 
that the distribution of social benefits matched the distribution of well-​
being in the world, then we would distribute the vast majority of social 
benefits to nonhumans. In this case, we might worry that the aspira-
tion to distribute social benefits equitably is unachievable or unsus-
tainable in practice, since it would involve too much neglect of basic 
human needs. Thus, we might think, in the same way that we need to 
prioritize self-​care to a degree in order to be able to take care of others 
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sustainably, we might also need to prioritize “human care” to a degree 
in order to be able to take care of nonhumans sustainably.26

These factors might shape or limit our impact assessments or policy 
decisions substantially. The question is how. One option is that we 
can consider these factors within our impact assessments. On this ap-
proach, for instance, we might assign more weight to the well-​being of 
the worst-​off than to that of the best-​off, we might assign more weight 
to impacts that we cause than to impacts that we allow, and so on.27 
Another option is that we can consider these factors independently of 
our impact assessments. On this approach, for instance, we might con-
sider only expected impacts at the impact assessment stage, and then 
we might consider other factors at the decision-​making stage. Either 
way can work in principle. What matters is that we consider all relevant 
factors holistically at one point or another.

We might think that we have a moral right, if not a moral duty, 
to prioritize humans over nonhumans in light of these additional 
factors. Consider an analogy. Some people think that we should pri-
oritize members of our own nation and generation. The reason is 
not that these individuals have more at stake than everyone else, but 
rather that we have special obligations to these individuals, and that 
full egalitarianism across nations and generations is impossible in 
practice. In the same kind of way, we might think that we should 
assign extra weight to members of our own species. In this case, the 
reason would once again not be that humans have more at stake than 
nonhumans, but would rather be that we have special obligations to 
fellow humans, or that full egalitarianism across species is impos-
sible in practice.28

However, we need to be careful here. First, while we might have spe-
cial obligations within our own nation, generation, and species, we 
might also have special obligations across these categories, including 
a special obligation to reduce and repair the harms that we are causing 
across them. Second, while we might not be able to, say, distribute so-
cial benefits fully equitably across these categories, we might still be 
able to distribute social benefits more equitably than we are. Thus, 
we should question whether we really do have a right to prioritize 
members of our own nation, generation, and species in many cases in 
practice. And, even if we decide that we do, we should also question 
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whether we have a right to do so nearly as much as we currently do. 
I think that the answer to this latter question is clearly no.

7.8.  Moral priorities

For reasons that should by now be clear, how we answer the questions 
discussed in this chapter will substantially determine whether or not 
we help particular animals. Generally speaking, the more egalitarian 
our views are, the more we will aim to help all animals equally, inde-
pendently of species membership, all else equal. However, the more 
hierarchical our views are, the more we will aim to help some animals 
more than others, for instance by aiming to help animals with large 
brains more than animals with small brains, all else equal. To see how 
this might work in practice, we can consider how our use of CBAs and 
QALYs might vary, depending on our views about well-​being, moral 
status, uncertainty, aggregation, and the other moral and practical 
factors discussed in this chapter.

We can start by contrasting a simple egalitarian view with a simple 
hierarchical view. On one hand, suppose that we accept a simple egal-
itarian view. We think that all sentient beings count equally, that we 
should use a precautionary principle to resolve uncertainty about sen-
tience, and that humans and ants both have a non-​negligible chance of 
being sentient. In this case, we would hold that individual humans and 
individual ants count equally, all else equal. We would still have to ask 
many further questions, for example, about what might be achievable 
and sustainable, in order to determine how much individual humans 
and ants should count in particular cases all things considered. But as a 
starting point, we would say that anyone with a non-​negligible chance 
of counting at all should count equally.

On the other hand, suppose that we accept a simple hierarchical 
view. We think that some sentient beings count more than others, that 
how much a sentient being counts is a matter of how many neurons 
they have, and that individual humans have about 400,000 times more 
neurons than individual ants. Suppose further that we think that we 
should use an expected value principle to resolve uncertainty about 
sentience, and that we think that humans are about 100% likely to be 
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sentient and that ants are about 40% likely to be sentient, given our 
evidence. In this case, our view would imply that individual humans 
count about one million times more than individual ants, all else equal. 
Once again, we would still have to ask many further questions as well, 
but we could use this estimate as a starting point.

How might these estimates shape our use of CBAs? In the human 
case, we currently assume that the value of a statistical life is about 
$10 million, since surveys reveal that humans value our own lives at 
about this amount. We then compare policy options in part by asking 
how many lives each policy would save and, thus, how much money 
each policy would save, all else equal. Supposing that we want to con-
tinue to use this method in a multispecies context (which we might or 
might not want to do), how can we extend it to other animals? There 
are several dimensions to this question, but we can focus on one here.29 
Should we assume that the lives of all animals are worth the same 
amount for the purpose of making these estimates, or should we rather 
assume that the lives of some animals are worth more than the lives of 
others?

The answer to this question will depend in part on our views about 
well-​being and moral status. For instance, on the simple egalitarian 
view described previously, if we hold that a human life is worth $10 mil-
lion, and if we hold that all animals count equally, then we should hold 
that an individual ant life is worth $10 million as well (!), all else equal. 
In contrast, on the simple hierarchical view described previously, if 
we hold that an individual human life is worth $10 million, and if we 
hold that a human counts one million times more than an ant, then 
we should hold that an individual ant life is worth $10, all else equal. 
Either way, we can use the estimated value of a statistical ant life as a 
starting point, and we can then ask all the other moral and practical 
questions that we need to ask in order to arrive at a final estimate.

Now consider QALYs. In the human case, we assume that a year of 
life at perfect health is worth one QALY, that a year of life at 80% health 
is worth 0.8 QALYs, and so on. We then compare policy options in 
part by asking how much each option would improve or extend lives, 
and, thus, how many QALYs it would add to the world. Supposing that 
want to continue to use this method in a multispecies context (which, 
again, we might or might not want to do), how can we extend it to 
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other animals? As before, we can focus on one aspect of this question 
here.30 How much value should we assign to the life-​years of other ani-
mals? Should we assume that the life-​years of all animals are worth the 
same amount, or should we rather assume that the life-​years of some 
animals are worth more than the life-​years of others?

As before, the answer to this question will depend in part on our 
views about well-​being and moral status. For instance, on the simple 
egalitarian view described previously, if we hold that a perfect human 
life-​year is worth one QALY, and if we hold that all sentient beings 
count equally, then we should hold that a perfect ant life-​year is worth 
one QALY as well, all else equal. In contrast, on the simple hierarchical 
view described previously, if we hold that a perfect human life-​year is 
worth one QALY, and if we hold that a human counts one million more 
times than an ant, then we might hold that a perfect ant life-​year is 
worth 0.000001 QALYs, all else equal. Either way, we can once again 
use this estimate as a starting point and then ask all the other moral 
and practical questions that we need to ask in order to arrive at a final 
estimate.

I want to emphasize that these examples are intentionally simplistic. 
We might think that other, more complex views about well-​being and 
moral status are better than these simple views. We might also think 
that our estimates will change substantially once we consider other 
moral and practical factors in our priority setting. Finally, we might 
think that we should either revise or replace CBAs or QALYs as the 
methods that we use to compare policy options in particular contexts. 
So this discussion is not meant to illustrate how we should actually set 
priorities in a multispecies context, but is rather meant to illustrate 
how complex and value laden this project will need to be, even if we 
accept relatively simple views about well-​being and moral status and 
relatively traditional views about priority setting.

7.9.  Moral conflicts

Similarly, how we answer the questions discussed in this chapter might 
substantially determine whether or not we harm particular animals. 
Generally speaking, the more egalitarian our views are, the more we 
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will aim to avoid harming all animals equally, independently of spe-
cies membership. However, the more hierarchical our views are, the 
more we will aim to avoid harming some animals more than others, 
for instance by aiming to avoid harming animals with large brains 
more than animals with small brains, all else equal. To see how this 
might work in practice, consider the question whether to harm or kill a 
smaller number of animals in order to help or save a larger number of 
animals. (These questions can be framed in terms of CBAs or QALYs 
as well, but we can skip that step here for the sake of simplicity.)

According to the moral framework that I have developed in this 
book, we are morally required not to harm or kill animals unneces-
sarily. But we can be morally permitted, if not morally required, to 
harm or kill animals in particular situations, such as when we need to 
do so in order to defend ourselves, in order to defend others, or, if we 
accept a harm threshold, in order to prevent sufficiently many other 
animals from suffering or dying. Suppose that we do, in fact, accept a 
harm threshold. In particular, suppose that we think that we are mor-
ally permitted to harm or kill one human if we need to do so in order 
to benefit or save, say, 1,000, all else equal. (Of course, we might accept 
a much higher or lower harm threshold than this, but this will work as 
an example.) How can we apply this view across species?

The answer to this question will once again depend on our views 
about well-​being and moral status. On one hand, if we accept the 
simple egalitarian view described previously, then we might hold that 
we should use this 1:1,000 ratio for all animals. For instance, if the only 
way to save 999 ants is to kill one human, then you should not kill the 
human, all else equal. But if the only way to save 1,001 ants is to kill 
one human, then you should kill the human, all else equal. Similarly, if 
the only way to save 999 humans is to kill one ant, then you should not 
kill the ant, all else equal. But if the only way to save 1,001 humans is 
to kill one ant, then you should kill the ant, all else equal. As with our 
decisions about priority setting, this view would have radically revi-
sionary implications about our duties to other animals.

On the other hand, if we accept the simple hierarchical view 
described previously, then we might hold that we should use different 
ratios for different pairs of animals. For instance, if we accept that an in-
dividual human counts one million times more than an individual ant, 
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then we might reason as follows. If the only way to save 999,999,999 
ants is to kill one human, then you should not kill the human, all 
else equal. But if the only way to save 1,000,000,001 ants is to kill one 
human, then you should kill the human, all else equal. Similarly, if the 
only way to save 999 humans is to kill 1,000,000 ants, then you should 
not kill the ants, all else equal. But if the only way to save 1,001 humans 
is to kill 1,000,000 ants, then you should kill the ants, all else equal. 
This is, of course, revisionary as well, even if not as much as the egali-
tarian view.

Throughout this book, we have considered a wide range of conflicts 
within and across species, and we have noted that some of these 
conflicts are easier to resolve than others. We can now see why some of 
these conflicts are so hard to resolve, and why resolving them thought-
fully requires facing hard questions in science and philosophy. For 
example, when, if ever, are we morally permitted to harm and kill an-
imals for food, research, or medicine? When, if ever, are we morally 
permitted to harm and kill animals to prevent the spread of disease, 
prevent suffering associated with predation, or prevent suffering asso-
ciated with starvation? Answering these questions requires not only 
determining whether and when we are permitted to harm or kill others 
in general, but also how, if at all, the details might vary across species.

As I have emphasized throughout this chapter, these questions 
are not only difficult but dangerous, since they require us to evaluate 
nonhuman lives from human perspectives. This is a deeply troubling 
situation, given how much bias and ignorance we have. But as I have 
emphasized throughout this book, we have no choice but to answer 
these questions as best we can. Human activity is impacting count-
less individuals across species, nations, and generations, and we have 
a moral duty to address the problems that our activity is creating. 
Granted, insofar as we make some of the changes discussed in this 
book, we can prevent many problems from arising in the first place. 
But insofar as problems remain, we need to consider the stakes for eve-
ryone involved holistically before we can make an informed decision.

While I would need to say much more in order to draw any partic-
ular conclusion about which animals count and how much they count, 
I can close here with two general thoughts. First, I believe that any rea-
sonable view about which animals count and how much they count 
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will imply that many animals count a lot. For instance, while hierar-
chical views might favor humans over (many) nonhumans in local, in-
dividual conflicts, they might still favor nonhumans over humans in 
global, collective conflicts, given how many more nonhumans than 
humans there are in the world. For these reasons, I believe that when 
the dust settles, we will find that we have a moral duty to help non-
human animals as much as we possibly can in the Anthropocene. The 
limits of our duty to help will be practical, not moral.

Second, I believe that any reasonable view about which animals 
count and how much they count will imply that we are permitted to 
harm and kill many animals in practice. However, it will also imply 
that we are permitted to do so in a very different way than we cur-
rently do. In particular, it will imply that we can permissibly harm 
and kill nonhumans for the sake of humans much less than we cur-
rently do. But it might (or might not) also imply that we can per-
missibly harm and kill nonhumans for the sake of nonhumans much 
more than we currently do, depending on the details of our view. 
Either way, for these reasons, I believe that when the dust settles, we 
will find that tragic choices are tragically common—​but not in a way 
that warrants anything like current systems of nonhuman exploita-
tion or extermination.

7.10.   Conclusion

Impact assessments and policy decisions are not, and cannot be, value 
neutral. Instead, they depend heavily on our answers to a wide range of 
ethical questions. For instance, if we think that all animals have equal 
capacities for well-​being, that all animals have equal moral status, and 
that we should use the precautionary principle to resolve uncertainty 
about these matters, then we might count all animals equally. However, 
if we think that some animals have a higher capacity for well-​being 
than others, that some animals have a higher moral status than others, 
and that we should use an expected value principle to resolve uncer-
tainty about these matters, then we might count some animals much 
more than others. And if we mix and match these views, then we might 
end up somewhere in the middle.
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How we evaluate global changes such as pandemics, climate change, 
and our attempts to address them will depend on these issues as well. 
For instance, if we accept a relatively egalitarian view, then we will need 
to assign more weight to our impacts on insects when assessing these 
global changes, all else equal. However, if we accept a relatively hier-
archical view, then we will need to assign less weight to our impacts 
on insects when assessing these global changes, all else equal. With 
that said, we should keep in mind that since there are quintillions of 
insects in the world, and since insects have a non-​negligible chance of 
being sentient, given our evidence, we will likely need to assign a lot of 
weight to our impacts on insects either way, assuming that we accept 
aggregation or anything like it.

It is important to emphasize that the issues that we considered in 
this chapter will arise no matter how we construct multispecies im-
pact assessments. I focused for the sake of simplicity on two standard 
methods for comparing disparate impacts, namely, CBAs and QALYs. 
But I also noted that we might need to revise these methods—​for in-
stance, by revising the estimated value of particular lives or health 
conditions—​or even replace them—​for instance, with social welfare 
functions or other such methods. Either way, whether we preserve, re-
vise, or replace any particular method for estimating impacts, we will 
still have to determine which animals count and how much they count, 
and we will still have to confront the kinds of issues discussed here as 
part of that process.

In the next chapter, I will survey additional questions that arise 
when we consider our impacts on future nonhuman populations. And 
I will argue for an inconvenient conclusion. Reducing and repairing 
human-​caused harms to future nonhuman populations is not only in-
credibly important but also incredibly complex. We should consider 
our impacts on these populations when deciding what to do, but we 
also have no idea at present which global changes would be good or 
bad for them. This inconvenient conclusion will reinforce the idea that, 
while my policy proposals in this book will help many humans and 
nonhumans in the short term, they are important primarily because 
they will help us build knowledge, power, and political will toward 
helping humans and nonhumans more ethically and effectively in the 
long run.
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8
Animals, creation ethics, and 

population ethics

8.1.   Introduction

When we estimate the impacts of human activity on nonhumans, we 
need to estimate not only how much but also how human activities will 
impact nonhumans. Which animals will do better and worse as a re-
sult of our activity, and which animals will do well and badly overall? 
Additionally, we need to estimate how human activities will impact not 
only current but also future nonhumans. Which populations will ex-
pand and contract as a result of our activity, how many animals will 
have better and worse lives as a result, and how many animals will have 
good and bad lives as a result? We then need to ask how to morally 
evaluate these impacts, in part by asking which features of populations 
are good and bad, and in part by asking what follows for our moral 
duties to current and future generations of humans and nonhumans.

As with the questions that we discussed in the last chapter, these 
questions are not only difficult but dangerous, because of how little we 
know and how much bias and ignorance we can have about the nature 
and value of other lives. At the same time, these questions are unavoid-
able. We need to make informed estimates about what makes life go 
better, worse, well, or badly for animals in order to be able to decide how 
to treat them at the population level. Once again, the only alternatives 
are to either exclude animals entirely or rely on our intuitions about 
whether our policies are good or bad for them at the population level. 
As with the issues that we discussed in the last chapter, I believe that 
making informed estimates about these issues in a thoughtful, precau-
tionary manner is better than either of these alternatives.

My aim in this chapter is to consider some questions that bear 
on nonhuman creation ethics and population ethics. What makes 
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life go better, worse, well, or badly for nonhuman animals? What 
are the ethics of creating better, worse, good, and bad lives? How 
much should total well-​being and average well-​being matter? Are 
we capable of helping or harming future animals? Should we pri-
oritize harming animals less over helping them more? And what 
follows for advocacy and policy? As before, I will argue that dif-
ferent sets of answers can lead to radically different sets of priorities. 
However, I will also suggest that, on any reasonable set of answers, 
many current and future animals count as having good and bad 
lives, and many current and future animals merit moral and polit-
ical consideration.

As always, my discussion in this chapter will be selective and ge-
neral. And as in the last chapter, my discussion will also be simple and 
abstract. In particular, I will once again sometimes discuss well-​being 
in simple, mathematical terms, for instance by comparing a small pop-
ulation of animals who can each experience a large amount of happi-
ness and suffering at a time with a large population of animals who can 
each experience a small amount of happiness and suffering at a time. 
Again, this is not to say that we can, in fact, make such comparisons 
across species. Instead, it is only to say that difficult questions about 
creation ethics and population ethics arise whether or not we can make 
such comparisons, and we will need to do both science and philosophy 
in order to answer these questions.

8.2.  Evaluating nonhuman lives

In order to know which policies to select, we need to estimate not only 
which animals count and how much they count but also whether our 
policies will be good or bad for them. This partly requires thinking 
about the nature of nonhuman well-​being. For example, many people 
think that our lives go better for us the more happiness, stimulation, 
and social connection they contain, and that our lives go worse for 
us the more suffering, deprivation, and social isolation they contain. 
Many people also believe that, if our lives are sufficiently positive in 
these ways, then they are worth living, or, in other words, better for us 
than nonexistence. And, if our lives are sufficiently negative in these 
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ways, then they are not. But should we accept such views? And if so, 
how, if at all, can we apply them to nonhumans?

Examining this topic also requires thinking about nonhuman pop-
ulation ethics. That is, it requires thinking about what we owe to non-
human animals at the population level. For instance, suppose that one 
policy option would increase the total amount of happiness in a popu-
lation, but another policy would increase the average amount of hap-
piness in that population. Alternatively, suppose that one policy would 
increase the total and average amounts of happiness in a population, 
but another policy would increase the total and average amounts of 
happiness for the worst-​off members of that population. In these cases, 
which policy option is best, all else equal? Moreover, how should we 
interpret ideas such as “total happiness,” “average happiness,” and “the 
worst-​off members of a population” in a multispecies context?

Finally, examining this topic also requires thinking about non-
human creation ethics. That is, it requires thinking about the ethics of 
causing or allowing animals to come into existence, as well as the ethics 
of not causing or allowing them to come into existence. For instance, 
do we benefit animals with good lives by bringing them into existence? 
Do we harm animals with bad lives by bringing them into existence? 
If the answer to both questions is yes, is it equally important to create 
more animals with good lives and to create fewer animals with bad 
lives, or is it more important to, say, create fewer animals with bad lives 
than to create more animals with good lives? And if we have no idea 
whether future animals will have good or bad lives, then should we err 
on the side of creating them or not creating them?

Our answers to these theoretical questions will shape our answers 
to many of the practical questions that we have discussed in this book. 
As we have seen, human activities are impacting not only current 
nonhuman populations but also future nonhuman populations, by 
shaping which animals can come into existence and how good or bad 
their lives can be. For instance, agriculture, deforestation, and other 
such practices are causing insect populations to decline. But these 
practices are also contributing to climate change, which might cause 
insect populations to expand. This raises the question: Will a world 
reshaped by human activity have more or fewer insects overall? And 
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either way, will that be good or bad for the insects (as well as the many 
other animals) who might or might not come into existence?

As with the topics that we discussed in the last chapter, discussions 
about these topics are fraught for many reasons. For example, consider 
how a bias in favor of human lives and a bias in favor of “natural” lives 
can shape and limit our thinking about these topics. Insofar as we eval-
uate nonhuman lives by thinking about what humans need to live well, 
we risk evaluating some nonhuman lives as better or worse than they 
really are, since many features of life can be good for humans without 
being good for nonhumans, and vice versa. Similarly, insofar as we 
evaluate nonhuman lives by thinking about how “natural” they are, we 
risk evaluating some nonhuman lives as better or worse than they re-
ally are, since many features of life can be “natural” without being good 
for their subjects, and vice versa.1

Moreover, consider how context can shape and limit our thinking 
about these issues. As we have seen, it can be easy to think that if par-
ticular animals lack the potential for good lives in particular environ-
ments, then the problem is with the animals, and so we should either 
“enhance” these animals so that they can have the potential for good 
lives in these environments or “euthanize” them so that they will not 
have to endure bad lives in these environments. But of course, it might 
instead be that the problem is with the environments, and so we should 
improve these environments so that these animals (or other animals) 
can have the potential for good lives in them. This point is a reminder 
that, both within and across species, we need to think holistically and 
structurally in order to solve our problems ethically and effectively.2

Finally, consider other moral and practical factors. It can be easy 
to conflate the question whether animals have good or bad lives with 
the question whether our treatment of them is good or bad. For in-
stance, if we support factory farming and deforestation, then we might 
be tempted to think that farmed animals have good lives and that wild 
animals have bad lives, since that makes it easier to justify our exploi-
tation and extermination of these animals. In contrast, if we oppose 
these practices, then we might be tempted to accept the opposite views, 
for the opposite reasons. But while these issues are linked, they are not 
the same. As we saw in Chapter 2, we can think that factory farming 
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and deforestation are wrong even if we grant that some farmed animals 
have good lives and some wild animals have bad lives.

As we have seen, other biases can distort our thinking about these 
issues as well. For instance, the availability heuristic can lead us to priv-
ilege impacts on animals we regularly encounter, such as current ani-
mals, over impacts on animals we do not regularly encounter, such as 
future animals. And scope insensitivity can lead us to privilege impacts 
on smaller numbers of animals more than we should, and to privilege 
impacts on larger numbers of animals less than we should. Thinking 
about our biases can, and should, make us feel uncomfortable passing 
judgment on the value of other lives. But our decisions will impact cur-
rent and future human and nonhuman populations whether we like it 
or not. We have a responsibility to evaluate these impacts thoughtfully 
so our decisions can be more informed.

8.3.  What makes life worth living?

What makes life worth living for nonhuman animals? This question 
involves at least two others. The first is about the nature of well-​being. 
What makes life go better or worse for nonhuman animals? That is, 
which features of life are good for particular animals, and which 
features of life are bad for particular animals? The second is about the 
nature of the good life.3 How good does a life need to be in order for 
that life to be worth living at all? That is, how good does a life need to 
be in order for that life to be better for its subject than nonexistence? 
There are many different possible answers to these questions, and 
which ones we select might at least partly determine how we answer 
other questions, such as whether or not global changes that expand or 
contract nonhuman populations are good or bad for animals overall.

While people disagree about what makes life go better or worse for 
nonhuman animals, I will assume a standard view about this issue here 
for the sake of discussion. Martha Nussbaum argues, plausibly, that 
our interests and needs can vary across species. As a general matter, 
animals tend to have better lives to the degree that they have bodily 
health and integrity; positive sensory, cognitive, and emotional stim-
ulation; freedom of choice, movement, and affiliation; and other such 
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features.4 Beyond that, there can be substantial variation both within 
and, especially, across species. For example, some dogs seem to need 
more social interaction than others to be happy. More generally, social 
animals such as dogs seem to need more social interaction than soli-
tary animals such as (many) octopuses to be happy.

This general view about nonhuman well-​being is plausible and 
widely accepted. Granted, we can debate what makes the features of 
life that Nussbaum discusses good for animals. At one end of the spec-
trum, we might think that all of these features of life are intrinsically 
good for animals. At the other end of the spectrum, we might think 
that only one feature of life, such as happiness, desire-​satisfaction, or 
biological flourishing, is intrinsically good for animals and that every-
thing else is merely instrumentally good for animals to the degree that 
it contributes to this intrinsically good feature of life. There are other 
options between these extremes as well. But for our purposes here, it 
will be enough to assume that this general view about nonhuman well-​
being is correct, while leaving many of the details open.

In addition to asking what makes life go better or worse for non-
human animals, we also need to ask what makes life good or bad—​
that is, worth living or not worth living—​for nonhuman animals. 
A common answer to this question is that we should accept a “neu-
tral baseline” for life to be worth living. That is, we should accept 
that a life with net positive well-​being is worth living and that a life 
with net negative well-​being is not worth living. On this view, for 
example, if we think that the only intrinsically good feature of life 
is happiness and that the only intrinsically bad feature of life is suf-
fering, then we might think that a life with more happiness than suf-
fering overall is worth living and that a life with more suffering than 
happiness overall is not worth living, for human and nonhuman an-
imals alike.

With that said, we might also think that the baseline for life to be 
worth living should be lower or higher than this neutral baseline. 
That is, we might think that life can be bad for its subject even when 
it contains net positive well-​being or good for its subject even when it 
contains net negative well-​being. For instance, some people report that 
they would rather not live at all than have a life that contains, say, nine 
units of suffering for every ten units of happiness. Other people report 
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that they would rather have a life that contains, say, nine units of happi-
ness for every ten units of suffering than not live at all. Insofar as people 
have these preferences, should we take these preferences as evidence 
that the baseline for life to be worth living is, in fact, lower or higher 
than this neutral baseline, for humans and nonhumans alike?5

Of course, we have to be careful about applying our views about 
what makes life worth living across species. For instance, it would be 
a mistake to ask whether a bat has a life worth living by asking if we 
would prefer their life to nonexistence, since it might be that their life 
is better or worse than nonexistence for a human but not for a bat. 
Similarly, it would be a mistake to ask whether a bat has a life worth 
living by asking if they have the features of life that we need, since it 
might be that particular features of life are more or less important for 
bats than for humans. But if we ask whether or not particular animals 
have lives worth living with sufficient care (about which more later), 
then our answers can serve as one input among many in our views 
about the ethics of causing or allowing these animals to live or die.

To see how this issue can matter, take our duties to current animals. 
A common view is that, if we have the power to determine whether or 
not an animal will survive, and if this animal will likely have a good 
future if they survive, then we likely benefit this animal by causing 
or allowing them to survive, and we likely harm them by causing or 
allowing them to die, all else equal. However, if this animal will likely 
have a bad future if they survive, then we likely harm this animal by 
causing or allowing them to survive, and we likely benefit them by 
causing or allowing them to die, all else equal. Insofar as we accept this 
kind of view about benefits and harms, our view about what makes 
a life worth continuing can inform (without determining) our view 
about the ethics of extending or shortening nonhuman lives.

Similarly, take our duties to future animals. A common view is that, 
if we have the power to determine whether or not an animal will exist, 
and if this an animal will likely have a good life if they exist, then we 
likely make the world better by bringing them into existence, and we 
likely make the world worse by not doing so, all else equal. However, if 
this animal will likely have a bad life if they exist, then we likely make 
the world worse by bringing them into existence, and we likely make 
the world better by not doing so, all else equal. There are complications 



Animals, creation ethics, and population ethics  173

here that we will discuss later. But insofar as we accept this kind of view 
about benefits and harms, our view about what makes a life worth 
starting can inform (without determining) our view about the ethics of 
expanding or contracting nonhuman populations.6

8.4.  Which animals have lives worth living?

Which animals have lives worth living? As we have seen, some animals 
have much better lives than others. For example, a captive animal who 
lives in a sanctuary will tend to have a much better life than a captive 
animal who lives in a factory farm. Similarly, a wild animal who wins 
the natural lottery and dies peacefully at the end of their natural life 
will tend to have a much better life than a wild animal who loses the 
natural lottery and dies of hunger, thirst, illness, or injury at the begin-
ning of their natural life. But how can we tell when life is better, worse, 
good, or bad for animals in practice? The answer might partly deter-
mine whether we see a particular nonhuman population as benefiting 
from expansion or contraction, and, so, whether we see policies that 
would expand or contract that population as good or bad, all else equal.

Assessing how life is going for animals is easier at the individual level 
than at the population level. For example, I can tell how life is going for 
my dog by taking him to the vet, and by knowing him well enough to 
tell when he seems happy or sad. Of course, even when you know an 
animal as an individual, it can still be hard to tell when life is better, 
worse, good, or bad for them. For instance, I have a hard time telling 
whether living in the city or country is better for my dog, and if he were 
to become terminally ill, I would have a hard time, epistemically and 
emotionally, telling at what point nonexistence would be better than 
continued existence for him. But these challenges are nothing com-
pared to the challenges that we face in assessing nonhuman well-​being, 
particularly wild animal well-​being, at the population level.

Nevertheless, researchers are developing tools to reduce our un-
certainty about nonhuman well-​being at the population level. For in-
stance, Melissa Bateson and Colline Poirier suggest that we might be 
able to estimate nonhuman well-​being at the population level in part 
by measuring nonhuman biological markers of aging at the population 
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level. Roughly speaking, whereas our chronological age depends on 
the length of our lives, our biological age depends on the state of our 
cells and organs, which, in turn, depends in part on how much stress 
we experience in life. Thus, if we find that particular animals tend to be 
biologically younger in one environment than in another, then we can 
infer that they tend to have less stressful lives—​and, so, better lives—​in 
the former environment than in the latter, all else equal.7

As Will Bradshaw notes, this approach has many strengths. It can 
provide us with a general, cumulative, measurable, and phylogeneti-
cally neutral proxy for well-​being. Biological age is sensitive to a wide 
range of stressors. So, assuming that constant surveillance is out of the 
question, measuring biological age might be a good alternative. But 
Bradshaw notes that this approach has many limitations as well. For 
instance, it can be hard to measure biological age for many species, and 
it can also be hard to tell why animals have different biological ages in 
different environments, given how many variables are in play. Also, of 
course, biological age is not a perfect proxy for well-​being, since many 
sources of happiness, such as exercise, might be stressful, whereas 
many sources of suffering, such as boredom, might not be.8

Some researchers also believe that we can estimate nonhuman well-​
being at the population level by considering population dynamics. For 
example, in 1995, Yew-​Kwang Ng argued that nature contains more 
suffering than happiness overall. The main reason is that for each an-
imal who survives to adulthood, there are many more who die early in 
life, since many species employ a reproductive strategy that involves 
having a very large number of babies, the vast majority of whom die 
before they reach sexual maturity.9 We might not think much about 
the many small animals who suffer and die shortly after being born. 
But this suffering adds up, and Ng argued on both intuitive and math-
ematical grounds that this suffering swamps any amount of happiness 
that animals who win the genetic lottery might experience.

This kind of reasoning has many benefits. Considering these pop-
ulation dynamics reminds us how much hidden suffering there is in 
the world, and how many bad lives are a necessary condition for each 
good life. But this kind of reasoning has many costs as well, since intu-
itive arguments are only as good as our intuitions, and mathematical 
arguments are only as good as our math. For example, the 1995 paper 
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persuaded many people that suffering dominates happiness in the 
wild. But in 2019, Zach Groff and Yew-​Kwang Ng published a response 
to this paper, noting that, due to a mathematical mistake, it might have 
overestimated the intensity of suffering for animals who die early in 
life, and that, once we correct for this mistake, we discover that no clear 
conclusion follows one way or the other from this math.10

For these and other reasons, while these methods of estimating non-
human well-​being are very useful, they are not enough to tell us what 
to do. For example, while measuring biological age might tell us which 
environments are less stressful for animals, it will not, by itself, tell us 
whether animals have better or worse lives in particular environments, 
since, as we have seen, well-​being likely depends on more (and less) 
than stress. This method of estimating nonhuman well-​being will also 
not, by itself, tell us whether animals have lives worth living in partic-
ular environments. After all, it would take additional work to deter-
mine how much stress is sufficient to produce net negative well-​being 
for particular animals, as well as to determine whether or not net nega-
tive well-​being is sufficient to make life not worth living.

Similarly, while assessing population dynamics might tell us 
whether happiness or suffering prevails in a particular population, it 
will not, by itself, tell us whether preserving this population is good or 
bad. For example, if we think that life is worth living when it contains 
more happiness than suffering, and if we think that the same standard 
applies for both individuals and populations, then we might think that 
preserving a population with more happiness than suffering is good, 
all else equal, and that preserving a population with more suffering 
than happiness is bad, all else equal. But if we accept a different view 
about how to assess well-​being for individuals or populations, then we 
might not think that. And as we will see, we need to ask other questions 
as well before we can know what we should do all things considered.

8.5.  The rebugnant conclusion

Is a world with more happiness better than a world with less? It might 
seem plausible that the answer is yes. For example, suppose that we 
have to choose between two worlds. The first contains 10,000,000 

 



176  Saving Animals, Saving Ourselves

humans with 1,000,000 units of happiness each.11 The second contains 
20,000,000 humans with 999,999 units of happiness each. In this 
case, it seems plausible that the second world is better, all else equal. 
Granted, everyone is a bit less happy in the second world. But there are 
twice as many humans overall, and everyone is nearly as happy, and so 
the world has nearly twice as much happiness overall, all else equal. So 
far, this seems like a good line of reasoning. But if we take this line of 
reasoning all the way to its logical conclusion, then we might find our-
selves committed to some surprising implications.

In particular, suppose that we repeat this process over and over 
again. Instead of 20,000,000 humans with 999,999 units of happiness 
each, we select a world that contains 40,000,000 humans with 999,998 
units of happiness each. Then, instead of that world, we select a world 
that contains 80,000,000 humans with net 999,997 units of happiness 
each. And so on. Eventually, we would select a world that contains an 
incredibly high number of humans with only one unit of happiness 
each. Everyone would still have lives worth living (assuming a neu-
tral baseline),12 and the world would still contain much more happi-
ness overall. But everyone would also have lives only minimally worth 
living. Derek Parfit, who introduced this problem, went so far as to call 
the idea that this last world is best the repugnant conclusion.13

We can face similar choices regarding nonhuman animals, too, in 
both single-​species cases and multispecies cases. Take a multispecies 
case. Suppose that we have to choose between two futures. The first 
contains fewer animals overall and a higher ratio of animals with large 
brains, such as elephants, to animals with small brains, such as ants. 
The second contains more animals overall and a higher ratio of ani-
mals with small brains, such as ants, to animals with large brains, such 
as elephants. Suppose further that all these animals have lives worth 
living, but that the first future contains more happiness on average and 
that the second contains more happiness in total. In this case, the pre-
vious line of reasoning would imply that the second future is better 
than the first. We can call this implication the rebugnant conclusion.

Many people might find the rebugnant conclusion, like the repug-
nant conclusion, implausible, and so they wonder if we can find a 
plausible alternative to the view that we should assess outcomes by esti-
mating how good or bad they are for the population in total. There are 
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many alternative views, but we can consider two here. One common 
alternative holds that we should assess outcomes by estimating how 
good or bad they are for the population on average. Another common 
alternative holds that we should assess outcomes by estimating how 
good or bad they are for the worst-​off members of the population. 
These views are hard to assess even in single-​species cases, and they 
will be even harder to assess in multispecies cases, given how many 
differences there can be across species.

To see what I mean, take the idea of average impacts and the idea 
of the impacts for the worst-​off. How can we interpret these ideas in 
a multispecies context? Suppose that policy A would produce 1,000 
animals with relatively small brains and short lifespans. On average, 
these animals would have the potential to experience about 1,000 units 
of happiness each, and they would in fact experience about 800 units 
each—​that is, about 80% as much as they possibly can. Now suppose 
that policy B would produce 100 animals with relatively large brains 
and long lifespans. On average, these animals would have the potential 
to experience about 10,000 units of happiness each, and they would in 
fact experience about 6,000 units each—​that is, about 60% as much as 
they possibly can. How should we compare these outcomes?

If we think that total impacts are what matter, then the answer might 
seem clear: The animals produced by policy A are happier in total, 
since they have 800,000 units of happiness overall, rather than a mere 
600,000 units. But if we think that average impacts or the impacts for 
the worst-​off are what matter, then the answer might seem less clear. 
On one hand, we might think that the animals produced by policy B 
are happier on average and better off, since they have 6,000 units of 
happiness on average, rather than a mere 800 units. On the other hand, 
we might think that the animals produced by policy A are happier on 
average and better off, since they have 80% as much happiness as they 
possibly can on average, rather than a mere 60%. These interpretations 
both make sense, but they support different conclusions.14

As I said, I will not be able to answer these questions here. But 
I will make two points in favor of keeping an open mind about the 
total view. First, to the degree that the rebugnant conclusion seems 
implausible, that might be due at least in part to human bias and 
ignorance. For instance, speciesism might lead us to see insects as 
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having a lower capacity for well-​being and moral status than they 
do. And the availability heuristic and scope insensitivity might 
have the same effect, since we have a hard time making insect hap-
piness and suffering salient for ourselves, and we also have a hard 
time imagining how much happiness and suffering insects might be 
experiencing in the world. If we correct for these biases, then we 
might decide that the rebugnant conclusion is more plausible than 
we initially thought.

Second, every view about population ethics has implausible 
implications. For instance, the total view implies the rebugnant con-
clusion. But the average view implies that a population with one animal 
with 10,000 units of happiness is better than a population with billions 
of animals with 9,999 units of happiness each. And the worst-​off view 
implies that a population with one animal with two units of happiness 
is better than a population with one animal with one unit of happi-
ness and billions of animals with 10,000 units of happiness each. And if 
every view about population ethics has implausible implications, then 
our aim should be to minimize implausibility rather than eliminate it. 
In short, we will likely have to accept at least some (initially) implau-
sible implications no matter what.

8.6.  The swan identity problem

What should we do when our choices determine not only how well-​off 
future people are but also who future people are? For example, sup-
pose that if we pollute the planet, then trillions of future humans will 
have only minimally good lives (we can call this future A). However, 
if we avoid polluting the planet, then trillions of future humans will 
have very good lives (we can call this future B). In this case, we might 
intuitively think that polluting the planet is harmful, all else equal, on 
the grounds that it makes trillions of future lives worse. But now sup-
pose that because the pollution will also affect reproduction patterns, 
the humans who would have minimally good lives in future A would 
not exist at all in future B, and vice versa. This raises a question: If 
polluting the planet is harmful in virtue of these future effects, whom 
is it harming?
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We might think that polluting the planet harms the humans 
in future A, by making them worse off than the humans in future 
B. Alternatively, we might think that it harms the humans in future B, 
by preventing them from existing at all. But both of these ideas seem 
problematic. After all, we normally think that harming someone is a 
matter of making them worse off than they would have otherwise been, 
and we also normally think that harming someone requires that they 
exist. And if the humans in future A have lives worth living and would 
not exist at all in future B, then it is hard to see how bringing about fu-
ture A is worse for them. This leaves it unclear how, if at all, polluting 
the planet can be harmful in virtue of its impact on future lives. Derek 
Parfit, who introduced this problem as well, called it the non-​identity 
problem.15

As with the rebugnant conclusion, we can face non-​identity 
problems regarding nonhuman animals, too, in single-​species cases as 
well as in multispecies cases. Take a single-​species case. Suppose that if 
we pollute the lake, then thousands of swans will have only minimally 
good lives in future A. However, if we avoid polluting the lake, then 
thousands of swans will have very good lives in future B. Suppose fur-
ther that because the pollution will affect swan reproduction patterns, 
the swans who would have minimally good lives in future A would not 
exist at all in future B, and vice versa. This raises the question whether 
polluting the lake is harmful in virtue of its impact on these future 
swans. We can call this example of the non-​identity problem the swan 
identity problem.16

Philosophers have explored many possible solutions to the non-​
identity problem. One option is to reject the idea that causing harm 
requires making a particular life worse. For example, on impersonal 
views about harm, we can think about harm in terms of whether we 
decrease well-​being in general, rather than in terms of whether we 
decrease well-​being for particular individuals. Alternatively, we can 
attempt to show that making particular lives worse is possible in non-​
identity cases. For example, on counterpart views, we can say that dif-
ferent individuals in different futures can function as “counterparts” 
for each other, and we can then say that actions are harmful to the de-
gree that they make individuals in the actual future worse off than their 
counterparts in other possible futures.17
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When we consider non-​identity in multispecies cases, we once 
again face difficult additional questions. Consider the choice that we 
faced in the previous section: Policy A would produce 1,000 ani-
mals, where these animals would have about 800 units of happiness 
out of a possible 1,000 on average. And policy B would produce 100 
animals, where these animals would have about 6,000 units of hap-
piness out of a possible 10,000 on average. How should we evaluate 
these options? If we accept an impersonal view about harm, we can 
evaluate them the same way that we did before: Policy A is better 
according to the total view, and either policy A or policy B is better 
according to the average and worst-​off views, depending on how we 
interpret them. But how can we evaluate these options if we accept a 
counterpart view?

That depends on when, if ever, members of different species can 
function as counterparts for each other. Plausibly, two individuals 
need to be relevantly similar in order to function as counterparts for 
each other. Are the animals produced by policies A and B relevantly 
similar? On one hand, we might think that the answer is no, since each 
animal produced by policy B has the same capacity for well-​being as 
10 animals produced by policy A. On the other hand, we might think 
that the answer is yes, since we can make at least some comparisons 
between these animals, including comparisons about total and average 
well-​being. Since many of our policies will have different impacts for 
different species, a lot will depend on whether we can apply views such 
as the counterpart view to such impacts.

In any case, as with the repugnant conclusion, I will not be able to 
solve the non-​identity problem here. But I will make a couple of points 
in favor of considering our impacts on future animals. First, the non-​
identity problem arises only when our actions cause individuals to 
exist who would not otherwise exist. So, insofar as particular animals 
will exist either way, we do not need to solve the non-​identity problem 
in order to vindicate the idea that our actions can harm them, since our 
actions can make them worse off than they would have otherwise been. 
And many animals will, in fact, come into existence whether or not we 
pursue particular policies, at least in the short term. Thus, we will need 
to consider our impacts on many future animals whether or not we 
solve the non-​identity problem, at least in the short term.
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Second, the non-​identity problem arises only when our actions 
bring into existence animals who have lives that are better for them 
than non-​existence but worse for them than the lives of animals in 
other possible futures. So, insofar as particular future animals will have 
bad lives, we do not need to solve the non-​identity problem in order 
to vindicate the idea that our actions can harm them, since we plau-
sibly harm these animals simply by bringing them into existence and 
subjecting them to bad lives. And many future animals will, in fact, 
have bad lives because of our policies, not only in the short term but 
also in the long run. Thus, we will once again need to consider our 
impacts on many future animals whether or not we solve the non-​
identity problem, not only in the short term but also in the long run.

8.7.  Additional asymmetries

Do we have a moral obligation to cause or allow good lives to exist? 
And do we have a moral obligation to avoid causing or allowing bad 
lives to exist? If so, are these obligations equally strong and universal, or 
are some stronger and more universal than others? Some people think 
that we have all of these obligations, and that all of these obligations are 
equally strong and universal. Other people think that we have some of 
these obligations but not others, or that some of these obligations are 
stronger and more universal than others. We already considered how 
non-​identity might affect our answer to this question. In this section, 
we will consider two other possible sources of asymmetry: the possi-
bility of a moral difference between benefits and harms, and the possi-
bility of a moral difference between causing and allowing harm.

First, consider the possibility of a moral difference between benefits 
and harms. Is our moral duty to reduce harms stronger than our moral 
duty to increase benefits? As we discussed in Chapter 2, some people, 
typically consequentialists, think that the answer to this question is no. 
On this view, if we have to choose between adding 100 units of happi-
ness to the world and subtracting 100 units of suffering from the world, 
then we morally ought to be neutral between these options, all else 
equal. In contrast, other people, typically nonconsequentialists, think 
that the answer to this question is yes. On this view, if we have to choose 
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between adding 100 units of happiness to the world and subtracting 
100 units of suffering from the world, then we morally ought to do the 
latter, all else equal.

This disagreement can have implications for creation ethics. In par-
ticular, suppose that we think that causing or allowing good lives to 
exist is a benefit for these individuals, and that causing or allowing 
bad lives to exist is a harm for these individuals (as some but not all 
people do18). On this view, a symmetry between benefits and harms 
might lead to a symmetry between a duty to bring about good lives 
and a duty to avoid bringing about bad lives, all else equal. In contrast, 
an asymmetry between benefits and harms might lead to an asym-
metry between these duties. In particular, if we think that our duty to 
reduce suffering is stronger than our duty to increase happiness, then 
we might also think that our duty to avoid bringing about bad lives is 
stronger than our duty to bring about good lives, all else equal.

Second, consider the possibility of a moral difference between 
causing and allowing harm. Is our moral duty not to cause harm more 
universal than our moral duty not to allow harm? As we discussed in 
Chapter 2, some people, typically consequentialists, think that the an-
swer to this question is no. On this view, we have a duty to reduce the 
harm that we cause and allow whenever we can, all else equal. In con-
trast, other people, typically nonconsequentialists, think that the an-
swer to this question is yes. On this view, we have a duty to reduce the 
harm that we cause whenever we can, all else equal. But we do not have 
a duty to reduce the harm that we allow whenever we can. Instead, we 
have a duty to reduce the harm that we allow sometimes, and we have a 
right to choose when and how we do so.

This disagreement can have implications for creation ethics as well. 
In particular, a symmetry between causing and allowing harm might 
lead to a symmetry between a duty not to cause bad lives to start and a 
duty not to allow bad lives to start, all else equal. In contrast, an asym-
metry between benefits and harms might lead to an asymmetry be-
tween these duties, all else equal. In particular, if we think that our duty 
not to cause harm is stronger and more universal than our duty not to 
allow harm, then we might also think that our duty not to cause bad 
lives to start is stronger and more universal than our duty not to allow 
bad lives to start, all else equal. We are always required not to cause bad 
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lives to start unnecessarily, whereas we are only sometimes required 
not to allow bad lives to start unnecessarily.

Different views about these issues can result in different views about 
whether to cause or allow good or bad nonhuman lives to exist. For 
instance, suppose that we expect that reforestation will produce many 
additional good and bad nonhuman lives. How should we morally 
evaluate reforestation, with respect to these impacts? On a symmetry 
view, we might evaluate this activity positively to the degree that these 
animals will have good lives and negatively to the degree that they 
will not, all else equal.19 In contrast, on an asymmetry view, we might 
evaluate this activity more negatively, all else equal, to the degree that 
we prioritize harms over benefits and see ourselves as responsible for 
these harms. And we might evaluate this action less negatively, all else 
equal, to the degree that we do not.

Different views about these issues can also result in different views 
about the ethics of bringing about future lives in cases of uncertainty 
about whether these lives will be good or bad for their subjects. On a 
symmetry view, we might think that the risk of bringing about more 
bad lives and the risk of bringing about fewer good lives are equally 
bad, all else equal. Thus, we might think, a precautionary principle 
is neutral between these risks, all else equal. However, on an asym-
metry view, we might think that the risk of bringing about more bad 
lives is worse than the risk of bringing about fewer good lives, all else 
equal. Thus, we might think, the precautionary principle supports 
a policy of not bringing about future lives in cases of uncertainty 
about whether these lives will be good or bad for their subjects, all 
else equal.

As I argued in Chapter 2, we might think that we should strike a 
balance between these views in practice. On one hand, even if a con-
sequentialist sees no difference between causing or allowing harms 
in principle, they might still have reason to see a difference between 
them in practice, for reasons having to do with the complexity of 
global harms in the Anthropocene. On the other hand, even if a 
nonconsequentialist sees a difference between causing or allowing 
harms in principle, they might still have reason to blur these lines in 
practice, for reasons having to do with our complicity in global harms 
in the Anthropocene. Either way, then, the question that we face in 
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practice might not be whether to accept or reject these distinctions en-
tirely, but rather to what degree to accept them in particular contexts.

8.8.  We have no idea what kind of world to build 
for animals

I have argued in this book that we have a moral duty to include non-
human animals in health and environmental advocacy and policy, and 
that, when we do, we might need to reconsider many assumptions that 
we previously took for granted. For example, when all we consider is 
our own species, we might think that a global change that harms us is 
clearly bad. But when we consider other species as well, we might need 
to reconsider this question. We can now see part of why evaluating 
the impacts of global changes on all sentient beings is so difficult to do 
well. In particular, how we evaluate these impacts will depend on our 
answers to a wide range of difficult empirical and normative questions. 
And it might be that if we change our answer to any particular ques-
tion, then our entire evaluation will change as a result.

To see what I mean, consider how climate change will impact non-
human populations. In particular, suppose that in a world reshaped 
by climate change, insect populations will expand north and south. 
Now suppose that, as a result of this change, a world reshaped by cli-
mate change contains many more animals overall, and it also contains 
a much higher ratio of r-​strategists—​that is, animals with small bodies, 
short lifespans, and high reproduction rates—​to K-​strategists—​that is, 
animals with large bodies, long lifespans, and low reproduction rates. 
Granted, even if climate change does produce this trend, it might pro-
duce other, competing trends as well. But even if we focus for the sake 
of simplicity on this trend, how, if at all, can we evaluate it? We can now 
see part of why this is such a difficult question to answer.

First, we need to ask which animals count and how much they 
count. As I explained in the last chapter, I think that we morally ought 
to count insects at least somewhat, since insects have a non-​negligible 
chance of being sentient, and so we should treat them as having the ca-
pacity for at least some positive and negative well-​being according to 
both the precautionary and expected value principles. But even if we 

 



Animals, creation ethics, and population ethics  185

accept that, we still face the question of how much to count them. And 
in this case, the more we count them, the more the expected value of 
climate change will depend on the expected impacts on insects. With 
that said, given how many insects there are in the world, we would 
need to count individual insects vanishingly little in order to prevent 
the expected impacts on insects from mattering a lot in the aggregate.

Second, we need to ask which animals have good and bad lives. For 
example, suppose that we think that insects tend to have good lives. 
In that case, we might think that a world with sufficiently many addi-
tional insects would have more happiness in total, since there would 
be so many more happy individuals, but would have less happiness on 
average, since there would be so much less happiness per individual 
(at least if we assess average happiness objectively). However, now 
suppose that we think that insects tend to have bad lives. In that case, 
we might think that a world with sufficiently many additional insects 
would have more suffering in total, since there would be so many more 
suffering individuals, but would have less suffering on average, since 
there would be so much less suffering per individual.

Third, we need to ask whether the repugnant conclusion is, in fact, 
repugnant. Should we favor a world with quintillions of additional 
insects? It depends. If we think that total well-​being is what matters 
and that insects tend to have good lives, then we might think that 
this world is better, since it has more happiness in total. However, if 
we think that total well-​being is what matters and that insects tend to 
have bad lives, then we might think the reverse. In contrast, if we think 
that, say, average well-​being is what matters and that insects tend to 
have good lives, then we might think that this world is worse, since 
it has less happiness on average (on some interpretations). However, 
if we think that average well-​being is what matters and that insects 
tend to have bad lives, then we might think the reverse (again, on some 
interpretations).

Fourth, we have to know whether the non-​identity problem is, 
in fact, a problem. Can we include harms to distant future animals 
with lives worth living in our impact assessments? It depends. If we 
think that the non-​identity problem has a solution, then we can in-
clude harms to all animals in our impact assessments, independently 
of whether they live in the near or far future, and independently of 
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whether they have good or bad lives. However, if we deny that the non-​
identity problem has a solution, then we can include harms to animals 
only if they live in the near future (since these animals will plausibly 
come into existence either way) or have bad lives (assuming that we 
think that creating a bad life harms the individual in question). Since 
climate change is a slow process, this difference will matter a lot as well.

Fifth, we have to know if we should evaluate all expected impacts 
symmetrically. Suppose that climate change will increase happiness in 
the world, but that it will do so by, say, creating three good lives (or life-​
years) for every two bad ones. How should we evaluate this outcome? 
Again, it depends. If we think that harms and benefits matter equally, 
then we might think that climate change is good, all else equal, on the 
grounds that it increases positive well-​being. However, if we think that 
harms matter, say, twice as much as benefits, then we might think that 
climate change is bad, all else equal, on the grounds that it creates the 
moral equivalent of four bad lives (or life-​years) for every three good 
ones. Since climate change will likely have mixed effects, this difference 
will matter a lot as well.

And of course, these are only some of the variables that might af-
fect our thinking about whether or not particular human activities 
are good, bad, right, or wrong. There are many others as well. For ex-
ample, as I noted previously, human activities such as agriculture and 
deforestation are causing global insect populations to decline. So even 
if these activities are also, via human-​caused climate change, causing 
insect populations to expand, we would need to compare these direct 
and indirect impacts (among many others) in order to estimate how 
these activities are impacting global insect populations overall. But 
my present point is that even if we can answer all these questions to 
our satisfaction, we will still need to answer all the questions discussed 
here in order to know how to morally evaluate these answers.

8.9.  But we should start building it anyway

In part for these reasons, we might think that we should wait until later 
to start including animals in health and environmental advocacy and 
policy. Morally, we might think that our impacts on future humans and 
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nonhumans are more important than our impacts on current humans 
and nonhumans overall. And practically, we might think that we can 
do more good for future humans and nonhumans when we priori-
tize current humans. But even if we accept these moral and practical 
claims, we should not necessarily wait to include animals. Instead, we 
should strike a balance, by continuing to prioritize current humans to 
a degree while starting to include nonhumans to a degree as well, so 
that we can empower our successors to be both able and willing to help 
humans and nonhumans alike in the future.

Take each of these considerations in turn. First, morally, we might 
think that our impacts on future humans and nonhumans are more 
important than our impacts on current humans and nonhumans. 
After all, in the same way that nonhumans likely have much more at 
stake than humans in the aggregate, future humans and nonhumans 
likely have much more at stake than current humans and nonhumans 
in the aggregate. Thus, our actions are plausibly causing much more 
happiness and suffering across species and generations than within 
our own species and generation. And even if we think that only some 
of these impacts count as benefits and harms (for, instance, due to the 
non-​identity problem), we might still think that enough of them count 
as benefits and harms that they take priority, all else equal.

Second, practically, we might think that we can do more good for 
future humans and nonhumans when we prioritize current humans. 
After all, given the limits on our knowledge, power, and political will, 
we can likely do more good in the long run if, instead of attempting to 
help future humans and nonhumans directly, we attempt to help them 
indirectly by empowering our successors to do this work. That is, the 
more we work to improve human lives and social, political, and eco-
nomic systems now, the more able and willing our successors will be 
to help humans and nonhumans later. Thus, we might think that as 
much as we might like to start including animals in health and envi-
ronmental advocacy and policy now, we ultimately owe it to humans 
and nonhumans alike to wait.

But while I think that these considerations are reasonable, I do not 
think that they support waiting to include animals. For the record, 
I accept the moral premise of this argument. I think that our expected 
impacts on future humans and nonhumans are sufficiently massive 
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that our moral responsibilities to future humans and nonhumans 
might outweigh our moral responsibilities to current humans and 
nonhumans all things considered. So, I am open to the possibility that 
practices that do more good than harm for humans and nonhumans in 
the short term can still be wrong if they do more harm than good for 
humans and nonhumans in the long run. (With that said, if we were to 
reject the moral premise of this argument, then that would make the 
case for helping animals now even stronger than I am suggesting.)

But while I agree with the moral premise of this argument, I only 
partly agree with the practical premise. In particular, I agree that, in-
sofar as our moral responsibilities to future humans and nonhumans 
outweigh our moral responsibilities to current humans and 
nonhumans all things considered, we should prioritize interventions 
that can help in the long run. I also agree that insofar as we should pri-
oritize interventions that can help in the long run, we should prioritize 
interventions that can empower our successors to be able and willing 
to help humans and nonhumans alike. But I think that the best way to 
empower our successors to do this work well is to start including ani-
mals in health and environmental advocacy and policy now, for at least 
two related reasons.

First, as we have seen throughout this book, human and non-
human health, welfare, and rights are linked. This is true not only 
because our treatment of nonhuman animals is a leading contrib-
utor to pandemics, climate change, and other global threats that 
limit our ability to build a just multispecies society. It is also true 
because all oppressions, human as well as nonhuman, have shared 
conceptual, social, political, and economic foundations. Thus, even 
if our goal is to improve human lives and social, political, and ec-
onomic systems, we should still address human and nonhuman 
oppression holistically as a means to this end. Holistic, structural 
advocacy and policy are necessary to address the cognitive, motiva-
tional, health, and environmental forces that are currently making 
human and nonhuman lives worse.

Second, if our goal is to empower our successors to help humans and 
nonhumans alike, then we need to ensure that they are both able and 
willing to do so. This requires more than ensuring that our successors 
have better lives and social, political, and economic systems in general. 
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It also requires ensuring that they have more knowledge about how 
to help animals, more power to help animals, and more political will 
to help animals in particular. And to accomplish that aim, we need to 
work to increase our own knowledge, power, and political will in these 
respects. In general, there is a path dependence to how history unfolds, 
and our actions and policies now have the potential to determine what 
path history takes. We should do what we reasonably can to set history 
on a more inclusive path.

Thus, in keeping with the ambivalence I have maintained throughout 
this book, I think that we should strike a balance. We should prioritize 
humans to a degree for now, on the grounds that helping humans and 
nonhumans in the long run requires improving human lives and so-
cial, political, and economic systems in the short term. But we should 
also start including other animals in health and environmental ad-
vocacy and policy now. Reducing our use of animals is necessary for 
mitigating global threats that impact humans and nonhumans alike. 
And increasing our support for animals, at least in the limited ways 
proposed in this book, is necessary for building the knowledge, power, 
and political will that our successors will need to be able and willing to 
do the work that we are asking them to do.

8.10.   Conclusion

Our impacts on nonhuman animals are both important and com-
plicated. They are important because human activity is impacting 
many orders of magnitude more nonhumans than humans for the 
foreseeable future. And they are complicated because we currently 
have no idea how to evaluate many of them. Not only do we need 
to answer many empirical questions, such as how human activity 
might impact nonhuman populations. We also need to answer many 
normative questions, such as which animals carry weight, how much 
weight they carry, whether and how our activity is making their lives 
better, worse, good, or bad, and whether and how to evaluate (and 
interpret!) total well-​being, average well-​being, distributions of 
well-​being, human-​nonhuman interactions, and other such features 
of multispecies populations.
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As a result, we cannot currently take anything for granted. As we 
have seen, when all we consider is human well-​being, it might be clear 
that pandemics and climate change are bad and that particular miti-
gation and adaptation efforts are good. But when we consider all ani-
mals, even these conclusions are no longer clear. These global changes 
will produce winners and losers, and we need to consider all of these 
impacts (and more) before deciding which outcomes and policies 
are best. For instance, if we think that climate change will expand in-
sect populations, that insects tend to have good lives, and that total 
well-​being is what matters, then we might think that climate change is 
good, all else equal. However, if we accept any two of these claims while 
rejecting the third, then we might accept the opposite!

Throughout this book, I have attempted to find the middle ground 
between tempting extremes, and I think that we should do the same 
here. I do not think that we should pause all mitigation and adapta-
tion efforts until we can get to the bottom of these issues, since the 
threats that we face are too urgent and complex for that, and we need 
to address these threats to empower our successors to build a more just 
society. Nor do I think that we should exclude animals from our mit-
igation and adaptation efforts until we can get to the bottom of these 
issues, since animals are central to the threats that we face, and our 
mitigation and adaptation efforts need to reflect that reality. Thus, 
I think that we should pursue mitigation and adaptation efforts now, 
while including animals in this work as much as our limits will allow.

This is ultimately why I made the proposals that I did in this book. In 
Chapter 5, I proposed that we reduce our support for factory farming, 
deforestation, and the wildlife trade; increase our support for humane, 
healthful, and sustainable alternatives; and include animals in impact 
assessments and policy decisions not only because taking these steps 
will help many humans and nonhumans in the short term but also, and 
more important, because it will allow us to build the resources that we 
need to help humans and nonhumans more ethically and effectively 
in the long run. We might not know what kind of just multispecies, 
multinational, multigenerational society is achievable or sustainable 
right now. But the sooner that we accept that we have a responsibility 
to pursue this goal, the sooner we can start finding out.
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9
Conclusion

Of minks and men

9.1.  The mink pandemic

Humans breed, raise, and kill an estimated 30–​50 million animals each 
year for their fur. While the scale of the fur industry pales in compar-
ison to the scale of the meat industry, it is still high enough to require 
similar industrial methods and involve similar animal welfare harms. 
For example, many farmed minks live in small wire cages on large 
farms. This environment is highly stressful for minks, and it can re-
sult in cannibalism, self-​mutilation, stereotyped behaviors, and other 
indicators of distress. Farmed minks can also suffer from exposure to 
cold weather during the winter and hot weather during the summer. 
And, of course, they can suffer during slaughter, which typically 
involves either gassing or injections, both of which can take time to kill 
minks and which can cause severe pain in the process.1

As with raising animals for food, raising animals for fur contributes 
to public health and environmental threats as well, including 
pandemics. For example, mink farms are ideal breeding grounds for 
respiratory diseases. Minks are highly vulnerable to these diseases, and 
they are often housed near each other in unsanitary conditions with 
limited access to veterinary care. Thus, when the COVID-​19 pandemic 
started in early 2020, we knew—​or, at least, we should have known—​
that it was only a matter of time before the pandemic reached mink 
farms. Sure enough, we started to see such outbreaks in late spring. 
The Netherlands had a mink outbreak in April. Denmark had a mink 
outbreak in June. The United States had a mink outbreak in October. 
By December, hundreds of mink farms across nine countries had 
outbreaks.2

 

 



192  Saving Animals, Saving Ourselves

COVID-​19 can mutate in the course of spreading between humans 
and nonhumans. Between June and November 2020, at least 214 
humans in Denmark contracted SARS-​CoV-​2 variants associated 
with farmed minks, and at least 12 humans contracted a unique var-
iant known as “cluster 5.” On November 6, 2020, the World Health 
Organization reported that, while we still have much to learn about 
cluster 5, “[p]‌reliminary findings indicate that this particular mink-​
associated variant identified in both minks and the 12 human cases 
has moderately decreased sensitivity to neutralizing antibodies.”3 
This finding raised questions about whether variants such as cluster 
5 might undermine global vaccination efforts, which, in turn, raised 
questions about how to prevent the spread of these variants ethically 
and effectively.

In light of these developments, Danish authorities announced in 
November 2020 that they would require a mass “culling” of all farmed 
minks in the country, including minks used for breeding—​more than 
17 million in total.4 However, this announcement was controversial, 
since critics alleged that Danish authorities had no right to order a 
“cull” of unaffected minks without passing new legislation, which 
normally takes at least a month to do, and which they might or might 
not have been able to do at all in this case. As a result, Danish author-
ities announced that they would not require a mass “cull” after all, but 
would rather merely recommend one, and would compensate anyone 
who voluntarily complied. Many farmers complied with this recom-
mendation and proceeded to kill their minks.5

Any mass killing of millions of sentient beings in a short period 
of time will raise concerns about welfare, health, and environmental 
impacts. The mass “culling” of minks in Denmark was no exception. 
Regarding welfare impacts, the mass “culling” reportedly involved 
gassing minks in large boxes.6 Even when gassing works as intended, 
it can cause a lot of pain and suffering, both physical and emotional. 
Moreover, when gassing fails to work as intended, it can cause even 
more pain and suffering. For instance, when minks survive the initial 
gassing, they can be left to suffocate slowly, surrounded by rotting flesh 
and toxic fumes. While gassing animals might be better than other 
common practices, such as burying animals alive, it is still a far cry 
from what most people would ordinarily think of as humane.
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Regarding the health and environmental impacts, The Guardian 
reported in December 2020 that, “[u]‌nable to incinerate such a large 
number of dead animals at once, authorities buried millions in vast, 
shallow 2-​metre pits in a military training area in West Jutland, from 
which some recently began emerging as their bodies filled with gasses.” 
Following this incident, the Danish environmental protection agency 
reported that groundwater might already be contaminated, and the 
ministry of food, agriculture, and fisheries “conceded that it could not 
say with certainty where or how 4,700 tonnes—​or about 1.5 million—​
dead mink had been disposed of.” The reality, according to agriculture 
minister Rasmus Prehn, is that when an agency needs to dispose of 
millions of minks at once, “we cannot account for every mink.”7

We have evidence that farmed minks, through no fault of their 
own, can be involved in the spread of COVID-​19 in other ways as 
well. In particular, COVID-​19 can spread not only from humans 
to humans, from humans to nonhumans, and from nonhumans to 
humans, but also from nonhumans to nonhumans, including from 
farmed animals to wild animals and back. For example, in December 
2020, a wild mink in Utah—​the location of the first reported farmed 
mink outbreak in the United States—​tested positive for COVID-​19. 
Fortunately, at the time of writing, humans have yet to find evidence 
of widespread transmission among wild animals. But widespread 
transmission is possible, even probable. And if it occurs, then 
COVID-​19 will be much harder to contain, and novel variants will be 
much harder to prevent.8

Given our reaction to the farmed mink outbreaks, it is easy to im-
agine what our reaction to a wild mink outbreak might be. Humans 
would once again initiate a mass “culling” to prevent further outbreaks 
or mutations. As in the farmed mink case, but even more so, this ap-
proach to disease containment would likely cause many animals to 
suffer and die unnecessarily. And as in the farmed mink case, but even 
more so, there is no guarantee that this approach to disease contain-
ment would, in fact, prevent further outbreaks or mutations. Farmed 
minks are relatively easy to quarantine, and yet they still interact with 
other animals enough to be a vector for disease. In contrast, wild 
minks—​and wild animals in general—​are much harder to quarantine. 
Once the virus is in the wild, it might be impossible to fully contain.
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9.2.  To cull or not to cull? That is not the question

As nations debated what to do about the mink pandemic, most ethical 
debates focused on the human costs of each possible response. These 
debates were especially intense in Denmark, since Denmark is a leader 
in the global mink fur trade. On one hand, insofar as Denmark allowed 
the mink fur trade to continue, they risked making the COVID-​19 pan-
demic worse, with possible “implications for immunity, reinfections, 
and the effectiveness of COVID-​19 vaccines.” On the other hand, in-
sofar as Denmark restricted the mink fur trade, they risked harming 
an industry that employs about 5,500 people, all for the sake of “highly 
uncertain” public health benefits. The eventual decision to recommend 
a mass “cull” while compensating anyone who complied attempted to 
strike a balance between these risks.9

Fewer people debated the nonhuman costs of each possible re-
sponse. Insofar as they did, they tended to focus on whether or not 
we should “cull” the minks and, if so, how. On one hand, the case 
against “culling” the minks was that humans would be punishing 
millions of innocent nonhumans for a human-​caused problem. How 
can we breed millions of sentient beings, keep them in captivity, ex-
pose them to an infectious disease, and then simply kill them to con-
tain the spread of disease? On the other hand, the case in favor of 
“culling” the minks was that humans would be minimizing harms 
to humans and nonhumans alike. Many farmed minks already have 
bad lives, and farmed minks who contract COVID-​19 would have 
even worse lives. In this context, an early death might be a relief for 
many of these animals.

These debates illustrate how much more expansive our moral 
imaginations tend to be when we think about harms to humans than 
when we think about harms to nonhumans. What do we do when an 
outbreak occurs in a human population? We aspire to care for everyone 
affected as much as possible, while limiting the spread to everyone else 
as much as possible. (Granted, some nations are better at taking these 
steps than others, but we all accept that these steps are good.) In con-
trast, what do we do when an outbreak occurs in a nonhuman popu-
lation? If the nonhumans are companion animals, then we might take 
some of these steps. However, if the nonhumans are farmed or wild 
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animals, then we typically skip these steps and simply ask whether and 
how to kill them. The thought of healthcare never even occurs to us.

Of course, there are reasons that the thought of healthcare never 
occurs to us. Many humans see farmed and wild animals as objects 
that are here for us, rather than as subjects who are here for themselves. 
And once an object is no longer useful for us, why would we spend 
time, energy, and money caring for it? Additionally, even if we wanted 
to care for farmed or wild animals during a pandemic, how could we? 
After all, we currently “own” tens of millions of farmed minks at any 
given time, and we also interact with many wild animals. We lack the 
ability to treat these animals well even when everything is going well, 
to say nothing of when anything is going badly. As a result, when a 
pandemic occurs, we focus on whether and how to kill these animals, 
since we lack the ability or willingness to do anything else.

But while these considerations might explain our limited moral 
imaginations, they do not justify them. Nonhuman animals like 
minks are subjects, not objects. They have consciousness, emotion-
ality, a sense of self, and bonds of care and interdependence, and we 
have a moral responsibility to consider their interests and needs when 
deciding how to treat them. And if we currently lack the ability and 
willingness to care for captive or wild animals who are vulnerable to 
human-​caused outbreaks, then we have a responsibility to do some-
thing about that. We should not keep captive minks if we are unable 
or unwilling to care for them during a crisis (to say nothing of during 
normal times). And while we might never be able to care for all wild 
animals, we can at least develop the ability to care for more of them 
than is presently possible.

But while we might agree about these ideals in theory, we would 
need to pursue major structural changes in order to live up to them 
in practice. First, we need to reduce support for mink farming in ge-
neral. Even if we assumed for the sake of discussion that the practice of 
breeding, raising, and killing minks for fur can be ethically acceptable 
(in cases where humans have other, less harmful sources of clothing 
and income available), we would still need to fundamentally transform 
current methods of breeding, raising, and killing minks in order to en-
sure that they are treated as respectfully and compassionately as pos-
sible. These changes would substantially increase the cost of farming 



196  Saving Animals, Saving Ourselves

minks and substantially reduce the number of minks farmed, rend-
ering mink fur, at best, a rare commodity for the privileged few.

Second, we need to increase support for captive and wild animals in 
general. Even if we wanted to care for minks during a crisis rather than 
kill them, we would be unable to do so since we lack the necessary in-
frastructure. We need to improve and expand research, education, and 
employment around animal care. We also need to improve and expand 
social services and infrastructure for animals, for example by building 
more rescues and sanctuaries and by considering both human and 
nonhuman interests and needs when designing urban environments. 
These changes will increase our ability to care for captive and wild an-
imals alike, so that we can reduce and repair the harms that our ac-
tivity is imposing on these vulnerable populations, thereby benefiting 
humans and nonhumans alike in the long run.

This discussion highlights a tragic reality. It might be that “culling” 
millions of farmed minks was, in fact, the right course of action during 
COVID-​19. Given how many minks we had in our care, given how 
much they were already suffering, given how much more they were 
likely to suffer with COVID-​19, and given how few resources we had 
for caring for them, killing millions of them might have been the least 
bad course of action available to us. But if this is right, then it is an in-
dictment of everything that led up to this moment. If we have so many 
minks in our care and so few resources for caring for them that our 
only recourse during an outbreak is to kill them, then we have made 
a serious moral mistake. We never should have been in this situation 
in the first place, and we should do everything that we can to get out 
of it.10

9.3.  Lessons for the future

The mink pandemic illustrates how complex health and environmental 
advocacy and policy will have to be moving forward. As we have seen 
in this book, mink farming is not the only kind of animal use that 
contributes to pandemics. Factory farming, deforestation, the wild-
life trade, and other such practices contribute as well, by creating more 
opportunities for zoonotic diseases to develop and spread between 
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humans, captive animals, and wild animals. And minks are not the 
only kind of animal who can suffer during a pandemic. Many other 
animals can suffer as well. Some animals suffer because they contract 
diseases, and others suffer because we neglect, exploit, or exterminate 
them. Minks are noteworthy for being vulnerable to all of these threats 
at once, but for many animals, any of these threats is too many.11

More generally, pandemics are not the only human-​caused global 
threats that centrally involve nonhuman animals. Factory farming and 
deforestation contribute to climate change as well, since they release 
greenhouse gases into the atmosphere, and they also destroy natural 
environments that capture and store greenhouse gases. And climate 
change impacts nonhuman animals in many ways, through temper-
ature swings, melting ice caps, rising sea levels, flooding coastal areas, 
an increase in the frequency and intensity of extreme weather events, 
regional conflicts over land, water, and energy, and more. Moving for-
ward, every time hundreds, thousands, or millions of animals die in a 
flood or fire, we will have to wonder whether and to what degree our 
activity introduced or amplified this threat.

Can we apply the lessons we learned from the mink pandemic to 
other global human-​caused threats? I think that we can. Here are sev-
eral lessons that might generalize, and which reinforce the themes of 
this book. First, if animals are part of pandemics and climate change, 
then they need to be part of our solutions. We need to reduce our use of 
animals as part of our pandemic and climate change mitigation efforts, 
for instance by substantially reducing the scale of factory farming, 
deforestation, and the wildlife trade. We also need to increase our 
support for animals as part of our pandemic and climate change ad-
aptation efforts, for instance by considering the interests and needs of 
captive and wild animals who are under our care, in the sense of being 
vulnerable to the effects of our activity.

Second, we need to think about complex moral questions with a 
variety of values in mind. In particular, in order to treat humans and 
nonhumans well, we need to think about whether our treatment of 
them is making their lives better or worse. But we also need to think 
about whether our treatment of them is respecting or violating their 
rights, whether our treatment of them is promoting positive or nega-
tive social perceptions of them, and whether our treatment of them is 
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cultivating caring or oppressive relationships with them. If we focus 
too much on direct well-​being impacts, then we might overestimate 
the value of, say, killing animals to reduce their suffering during a 
crisis. But if we focus too little on direct well-​being impacts, then we 
might sometimes miss opportunities to reduce human-​caused harms.

Third, we need to think about complex empirical questions holis-
tically and structurally. As with mink farming, thinking about how to 
treat animals within current social, political, and economic structures 
limits our moral imaginations. For example, we might think that 
neglecting, exploiting, or exterminating particular animals is neces-
sary given the options currently available to us. But, first, this thought 
might sometimes be mistaken, since we might have other, more 
helpful or less harmful options available to us at present, if only we 
were willing to spend time, energy, and money pursuing them. Second, 
even if this thought is correct at present, we might still be able to ex-
pand our options in the future, by building the knowledge, power, and 
political will necessary to treat animals better than we presently can.

Fourth, we need to accept our responsibilities and our limitations 
in equal measure. Even in the mink case, honoring our responsibilities 
to everyone involved feels overwhelming. And in general, reducing 
our use of animals and increasing our support for animals holistically 
and structurally seems both necessary and impossible to do well. It 
can be tempting to resolve this tension by denying that we have a re-
sponsibility to help animals or by insisting that we have the knowledge, 
power, and political will that we need to help them. But that would be 
a mistake. We need to act now so that we can set ourselves on a path 
toward ethical and effective future action. But we also need to accept 
that many of our current actions might do more harm than good in the 
short term and only, at best, serve as cautionary tales for future action.

We can learn these lessons now. The question is whether we will. 
So far, signals are mixed. On one hand, the events of 2020 were trans-
formative in many ways. During COVID-​19, the Australian bushfires, 
and other such events, people discussed the relationship between ani-
mals, pandemics, and climate change more than ever before, and some 
nations took at least limited action, for instance by banning or regu-
lating the wildlife trade. On the other hand, even in the midst of these 
crises, people discussed these issues much less than we should have, 
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and nations took much less action than they should have. And as al-
ways happens, there is a risk that, as we overcome COVID-​19, these 
lessons will fade from our memories, and our sense of urgency around 
pandemics, climate change, and other such threats will fade as well.

In this kind of situation, it can be tempting to feel either excessively 
optimistic or excessively pessimistic, since both attitudes seem to let us 
off the hook. If positive change is either inevitable or impossible, then 
we might as well not do much, since the world will get better or worse 
no matter what we do. But the reality is that positive change is nei-
ther inevitable nor impossible. We can make the world a better place 
for humans and nonhumans alike, but only if we accept that our basic 
structures are part of the problem, and only if we work to transform 
these structures with human and nonhuman interests and needs in 
mind. For this reason, I think that we should attempt to cultivate a cau-
tious optimism about our prospects for change—​and then we should 
do as much as we possibly can to make that attitude warranted.

9.4.  States of emergency

We are only starting to glimpse the radical implications of our respon-
sibilities to other animals. In order to treat animals well, we eventually 
need to build a humane, healthful, sustainable world for members of 
all species. This will be incredibly transformative, and it will require us 
to recalibrate our expectations about what our societies can be like. We 
currently aspire to build relatively unified, orderly societies in which 
we can all live and let live in harmony. But this aspiration depends in 
part on the exclusionary assumption that we should build our societies 
primarily or exclusively for humans. If we start building our societies 
for many other animals as well, then we might need to strike more of 
a balance between unity and diversity, and between order and chaos, 
than we previously hoped or expected.12

The aspiration to build a just multispecies society might seem to 
have this implication for at least three related reasons. First, a multi-
species society has much more need than an exclusively human so-
ciety does. Instead of meeting the needs of, say, hundreds of millions 
of humans, the state must meet the needs of, say, hundreds of trillions 
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of animals. And while we might be warranted in favoring our own 
needs to a degree, on the grounds that we need to take care of our-
selves to be able to take care of others, there is a limit to how much we 
are warranted in doing that. On any reasonable approach to multispe-
cies justice, we will need to distribute a higher share of benefits across 
species than we currently do. We might even, eventually, need to dis-
tribute a higher share across species than within our own.

Second, a multispecies society has much more conflicting need than 
an exclusively human society does. In an exclusively human society, we 
can imagine structural changes that would allow us to live and let live 
in harmony. But in a multispecies society, this ideal is harder to im-
agine. Many animals experience conflict not only directly, for instance 
through predatory or parasitic relationships, but also indirectly. Recall 
that there is no environment in which all animals can thrive at once. In 
warmer temperatures, some animals will do better and others will do 
worse. In urban environments, some animals will do better and others 
will do worse. And so on. Thus, in a multispecies society, trade-​offs will 
likely be pervasive, and the prospects for a state of peace in which we 
can all live and let live in harmony will all but disappear.

Third, and relatedly, a multispecies society has much more intrac-
table need than an exclusively human society does. In an exclusively 
human society, we can imagine achieving relatively high levels of li-
berty, equality, and security through relatively noninvasive means, 
such as social, political, economic, and infrastructural changes. But in 
a multispecies society, this ideal is harder to imagine as well. While 
noninvasive structural changes can reduce interspecies conflict, they 
might not be able to reduce interspecies conflict enough to achieve 
even moderate levels of liberty, equality, or security for all animals. 
And insofar as we are not able to achieve these results through nonin-
vasive structural changes alone, we might find that other, more inva-
sive methods are at least sometimes morally necessary.

We can find a partial precedent for this situation by considering 
emergency and wartime ethics. Many people agree that we should 
follow a different, more consequentialist set of norms in emergency 
and wartime situations. The reason is not that different foundational 
moral or political theories apply in such situations. The reason is in-
stead that we regularly face tragic moral and political conflicts in such 
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situations, and so we regularly need to consider trade-​offs that we 
might rarely if ever need to consider in ordinary life. However, many 
people also find solace in the idea that emergency and wartime situ-
ations are temporary and transitional. We endure these situations in 
an effort to return to ordinary situations, where tragic conflicts are rare 
enough that we can follow a more nonconsequentialist set of norms by 
default.13

What makes our moral and political future hard is that we must now 
see as ordinary what we have traditionally seen as exceptional. While 
we have been focusing on a multispecies society, the same is true, in 
different ways, of multinational and multigenerational societies. The 
scale of conflicting and intractable need across species, nations, and 
generations is many orders of magnitude greater than the scale of such 
need within any particular species, nation, and generation. It is also, for 
the foreseeable future, our perpetual status quo. When we create a new 
set of norms for this situation, we cannot do so in the spirit of enduring 
a chaotic and violent present for the sake of a stable and peaceful fu-
ture. We must instead do so in the spirit of accepting that the world is 
simply more chaotic and violent than we might have hoped.

Of course, we can dissolve this problem to a degree by creating a 
world in which more humans and nonhumans can flourish harmoni-
ously. We can also dissolve this problem to a degree by allowing that 
humans might merit stronger and more universal rights than many 
nonhumans. For instance, insofar as humans have a stronger interest 
in life, liberty, or property than many nonhumans, we can plausibly 
accept that humans have a stronger right to life, liberty, or property 
than many nonhumans without having accepted a speciesist double 
standard (at least according to some moral theories). In this way, we 
can treat all animals equally, in the sense of equally considering their 
interests and needs, while still treating some animals as having stronger 
or more universal rights than others in many cases in practice.

However, while we might be able to dissolve this problem to a de-
gree, we might not be able to dissolve it entirely. And insofar as the 
problem remains, we face an ambiguous task moving forward. On one 
hand, we might need to accept a speciesist double standard between 
humans and nonhumans to a degree, in the spirit of caring for our-
selves enough to make caring for others possible. On the other hand, 
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we do not need to accept a speciesist double standard to anything like 
the degree that we currently do for this purpose. Even if we accept dif-
ferent moral standards for humans and nonhumans for principled or 
pragmatic reasons, we should still accept that nonhuman interests and 
rights carry a lot of weight overall, and that they can sometimes trump 
human interests and rights all things considered in practice.

9.5.  The expanding circle

I have argued in this book that we should expand our moral and polit-
ical circle substantially. Humans are killing trillions of sentient animals 
per year, both directly, via violence, and indirectly, via threats such as 
outbreaks, fires, and floods. We should reduce and repair these harms 
as much as reasonably possible. In particular, we should reduce our 
use of animals as part of our pandemic and climate change mitigation 
efforts and increase our support for animals as part of our pandemic 
and climate change adaptation efforts. Moreover, we should do this 
work for humans and nonhumans alike, and we should do this work 
holistically, structurally, and comprehensively, by building shared 
structures that will allow us to reduce conflict as much as possible and 
resolve remaining conflict as thoughtfully as possible.14

In the course of making this argument, I focused on our responsibil-
ities to sentient animals for the sake of simplicity, and I addressed my 
argument to people who are sympathetic with the idea of expanding 
our moral and political circle this far. But there is another possibility 
as well, which is that we should expand our moral and political circle 
even farther. There are at least two reasons why we should consider 
this possibility. First, even if sentience is sufficient for moral status, it 
might not be necessary. For instance, maybe life is sufficient as well, 
in which case we should extend moral and political status to all living 
beings whether or not these beings are sentient. While this view might 
seem implausible to many of us now, perhaps our successors will see 
our current perspective as biased and exclusionary.15

Second, even if sentience is necessary for moral status, there might 
be sentient beings who are not animals. Consider how much we are 
currently learning about plant cognition and behavior. Many plants 
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have the capacity for perception, learning, memory, action, and com-
munication. They can detect helpful and harmful stimuli, they can 
move toward helpful stimuli and away from harmful stimuli, and they 
can send signals to other plants so that they can do the same. Granted, 
plants have highly distributed sensory and cognitive systems, and we 
might be warranted in having a very low degree of confidence that they 
can have subjective experiences or motivations at present. But given 
the problem of other minds, we might not be warranted in having no 
confidence at all that they can have such states at present.16

I think that we should take these possibilities seriously. When we 
look at the history of moral and political progress, we see a history of 
people overestimating what it takes to morally and politically count, 
and we also see a history of people underestimating who has what it 
takes. Each generation sees the mistakes of previous generations more 
clearly than its own, and there is no reason to expect that our genera-
tion will be any different in this respect. So while I find it plausible that 
sentience is both necessary and sufficient for moral status, and while 
I also find it plausible that only animals are sentient, I also have enough 
humility to appreciate that these views might be mistaken, and that 
these mistakes might be as clear to future generations as the mistakes 
of speciesism are to me.

Moving forward, new technologies will raise these questions 
about moral and political status as well. For example, humans might 
soon create artificial intelligences that structurally and function-
ally resemble sentient life. We already have programs that can beat 
human experts at board games and video games, and that can gen-
erate language well enough to pass for humans in some situations.17 
We might soon have programs that can do much more than that, 
via the same kinds of cognitive systems that human and nonhuman 
animals have. Eventually, the population of such programs might be 
much more varied and numerous than the population of animals, 
which, as we have seen, is much more varied and numerous than the 
population of humans. And we would have created them all, directly 
or indirectly.

Given these possibilities, I think that we might soon have to ask many 
of the same moral and political questions about artificial intelligences 
that we are currently asking about nonhuman animals. After all, if we 
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create these beings, then we will once again be interacting with many 
beings who are reasonably likely to be sentient. And if we use these 
beings for human benefit, then we might not only harm them directly. 
We might also, via this behavior, contribute to global threats such as 
nuclear war or totalitarianism, and these global threats might, in turn, 
introduce and amplify harms for humans and nonhumans alike, in-
cluding artificial intelligences. In that case, we would need to take the 
steps discussed in this book all over again, and our work would involve 
even more urgency and complexity than it does now.

If we are wise, then we will learn from our mistakes now, so that we 
can prevent the next dystopia before it arrives, rather than deal with it 
when it is already here. In this respect, expanding our moral and polit-
ical circle by taking the steps that I have proposed in this book might 
do more than help human and nonhuman animals in the short term 
and in the long run. It might also prepare our successors for the fur-
ther, potentially more urgent and complex, work still to come. And in-
sofar as we start doing this further work now (for instance, by resolving 
to treat artificial intelligences with respect and compassion before they 
are reasonably likely to be sentient), we can reduce the harms that our 
successors will need to address and increase the chance that they will 
be able and willing to address these harms.

When we consider the arguments in this book in this broader 
context, we might feel overwhelmed. But I think that we should in-
stead—​or, at least, also—​feel empowered. We have the power to de-
termine whether or not these further problems arise, and we also 
have the power to set humanity on a more inclusive path, so that 
we can address these problems if and when they do arise. If we ac-
cept that we have responsibilities to vulnerable others; if we accept 
that we have limits on our knowledge, power, and political will; if we 
build shared structures that allow us reduce conflict in the world as 
much as possible; and if we build shared structures that allow us to 
resolve remaining conflict as thoughtfully as possible, then we can 
work toward a better world for the vast multiplicity of vulnerable 
beings who might one day share it.
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